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Abstract
‘Soir in Chinese language is a significant character with rich meanings. It constitutes 
an essential part of the Chinese character ‘society’. In history, it was applied by 
Chinese sociologists as a metaphor to describe a non-modem China bounded by 
agricultural cultures. And ‘soil’ in this usage implies a static and backward Chinese 
society. ‘Back to the soil’ in this research has a double significance. First, it refers to 
‘back to the Chinese society’. Second, it indicates an intention to reverse the approach 
which places China in the dualistic stmcture between modem and non-modem, 
agriculture and industry. This study focuses on the question of how sociological 
practice happened in the Chinese soil.
This research aims to trace the historical practice of Chinese sociology fi"om 1903, 
when it was first transplanted into the Far East Chinese soil, to 1952 when it was 
abolished. It argues that sociological interpretations of Chinese society - as the fruit of 
this soil - were produced by importing and applying sociological knowledge and 
techniques; but it argues further that the nature, role and function of sociology in this 
different soil has been significantly re-defined. This research will unpack this 
historical development by examining the practice of sociology in the Chinese soil.
There has recently been a growing awareness of sociology in non-Westem or 
marginal areas. This research will enrich such study by taking Chinese sociology in 
history as a case. By focusing on the historical practice of sociology in the Chinese 
soil, this study distinguishes itself from other studies which challenge the Eurocentric 
sociology by stressing the need for altemative approaches or discourses for non- 
Westem sociology. Furthermore, in the aspect of disciplinary history, unlike the 
ordinary approach which generates a classified system of canonical theories or 
theorists, this study explores the approach to the discipline’s past by examining 
sociological practice. Lastly, in comparative perspective, the Chinese case also 
implies a point of reference for sociologists in the English world to understand how 
their Chinese counterparts use sociological methods and techniques in a different 
context.
Using documentary analysis to trace the practice of sociology in history, the data 
employed for this research include literature and archive material, official statistics, 
conference notes, field notes, biography and official newspapers. By tracing forms of 
practice, this research highlights the conceptual formation and transition of society in 
the Chinese context. It also examines the process and consequence of applying 
sociological methods (social surveys and community studies) to the Chinese soil for 
generating empirical and theoretical account of Chinese society. In addition, it reveals 
the shift of disciplinary identity of Chinese sociology.
This research concludes that sociological knowledge imported from foreign countries 
cannot be reproduced completely by native scholars in the Chinese soil. Adaptations 
and modifications are required to guarantee the undertaking of sociological techniques. 
More importantly, the practice of sociology indicates an entanglement and 
hybridisation between the indigenous soil and the exotic sociology.
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Notes on Chinese Names
The Chinese language is written in pietographic characters. There are two approaches 
to transfer the Chinese characters into the Roman alphabet. The first approach is the 
Wade-Giles system, which was developed by two British sinologists in the nineteenth 
century. This approach was applied in most writings published before the 1970s. The 
second approach is the Pinyin system, which is now officially used in the People’s 
Republic of China. For example, Fei Xiaotong (pinyin) and Fei Hsiao-tung (Wade- 
Giles) are the same person. Another example is Mao Zedong (pinyin) and Mao Tse- 
tung (Wade-Giles). Most of the quotations in this thesis contain words and names 
which will follow the second approach. However, some Chinese scholars use English 
names when publishing their works. For example, Yang Maochun used an English 
name, Martin C. Yang when publishing his work on community studies. This thesis 
will follow the original usage in the English text.
Furthermore, according to Chinese custom, the surname is traditionally placed first, 
followed by the personal name without comma. This thesis will follow this custom 
when a full Chinese name is cited in the text. For example, I will write Fei Xiaotong 
rather than Fei, Xiaotong.
In addition, Peking is an older English spelling of Beijing, used more often before the 
1950s.
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Introduction
This project is concerned with the practice of sociological knowledge in China from 
1903 to 1952. During that time sociology, as a foreign discipline, was first introduced 
to China and was applied by native scholars to produce knowledge about Chinese 
society scientifically. This project will trace the historical practice of sociology in the 
Chinese soil.
Giving Chinese sociology a voice
China as a research object in sociology has a long history, but Chinese sociology 
remains inaudible to Western sociology and few scholars have paid attention to it. 
There are increasing discourses concerning resisting Eurocentric sociology and social 
sciences and exploring altemative outlets. ‘Southem theory’ (Connell, 2007) and the 
pursuit of Asian altemative discourses in South, Southeast, and East Asian societies 
(Alatas, 2006) are the two salient discourses. The voice of Chinese sociology is 
relatively weak. Through revisiting the past of Chinese sociology, this study aims to 
give Chinese sociology a voice and to enrich the discussion about sociology in non- 
Westem areas.
Although this study is a historical account of Chinese sociology, the major concem of 
this thesis is the practice of Chinese sociology from 1903 to 1952. The years 1903 and 
1952 separately refer to the birth and demise of sociology in China. The origin of 
Chinese sociology can be traced back to the year of 1903 when Yan Fu published his 
Chinese translation of Herbert Spencer’s (1873) The Study o f Sociology. Forty-nine 
years later, and only two years after the new regime of a communist China was 
founded, sociology was censured for its bourgeois nature and was abolished in China. 
After a long duration of silence and absence, fortunately, Chinese sociology began to 
be re-established in 1979, and now I have an opportunity to study its uneven past.
The practice o f Chinese sociology
The term practice in sociology is widely used and it is difficult to find a standard 
account. The most famous usage of this word might be Pierre Bourdieu’s (1979)
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theory of practice which aims to transcend the contradiction between objectivism and 
subjectivism in action theory. Other uses of this word are connected to social research. 
For instance, in Earl Babbie’s (1986) bestselling textbook The Practice o f Social 
Research, practice refers to conduct or putting research methods to use, and the word 
practice contains the connotations of exercise or training in sociological research. 
Other than purely the use of method, Derek Layder (1998) proposed a sociological 
practice in linking theory and social research together.
However, the concept of sociological practice is perhaps more straightforward. 
Marvin Olsen (1987) offered a clear definition: sociological practice refers to ‘the 
process of applying sociological knowledge and techniques to understanding and 
dealing with social issues and problems’ (1987, p.3). Olsen’s definition is particularly 
relevant to applied sociology: the practice of this discipline should address social 
problems. This kind of definition implies the politics of sociology in process.
To some extent, practiee implies sociology in action. As an intact or completed action, 
it should include the agency and the consequence of this action. The process of this 
action could be partially or completely restored by examining the consequence. In 
addition, unfolding the action should rely on the temporal and spatial context, and 
conversely, when one traces the process of this unfolding, the temporal and spatial 
context could be revealed by this tracing. In this thesis, practice refers to the activity 
of Chinese scholars in learning, using, and developing sociological knowledge 
concerning Chinese society. Chinese society here refers to an object of study of 
Chinese sociology. The term object is a word of ambiguity which will be clarified 
later. However, the term practice is proposed to avoid the simply static description of 
a non-Westem sociology in terms of its institutional formation or its theoretical output. 
Practice implies the dynamics and processes of putting sociological knowledge and 
techniques into use. Of course, the dynamics and processes are embedded in a broad 
social context, the soil or field of China \
The question of how Chinese scholars practise their translated and imported 
sociological knowledge to the Chinese field is interesting for me. My revisit to the
'As the word Chinese society could denote the Chinese social context too. I use soil and field to make a 
contrast with Chinese society as a technical object for sociology.
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history of Chinese sociology follows the footprint of the practice of native scholars in 
the route of chasing the object of Chinese society. Unpacking the process and tension 
in the route becomes my major task in this study.
I gain my inspirations from many social scientists and in different orientations. Firstly, 
I was inspired by Anthony Giddens’ (1982, 1987) ‘double hermeneutics’ which 
describes the practical social impact or consequence of social science. It explains the 
interaction between knowledge of social science and the social world as a circle. The 
output of social science knowledge will enter the world it describes - the subject 
matter of sociology - and will provide information for people to change their practice.
However, sociology was introduced to China as an exogenous discipline. The 
knowledge products of Chinese sociology met difficulties in entering the life of 
ordinary people; even the production of such knowledge was enmeshed in the Chinese 
situation when sociological techniques were put into practice. On the one hand, native 
scholars with Chinese intellectual skills initially had to interpret Western sociology for 
making relevance to China. For instance, the key analytic object of sociology ‘society’ 
was an unknown word in Chinese when Herbert Spencer’s work was translated. 
Native scholars had to utilise local intellectual resources to interpret this term and to 
transfer it to a Chinese made product. The instance here signifies that before the 
‘double hermeneutics’ starts to turn around, it requires someone or some preparation 
works to start the engine: whereas, in this case, there existed a tension when 
sociological knowledge and Chinese society encountered each other.
We could gain an initial awareness from a case of how Chinese sociologists build 
their relationship with the informants. Before the informants could answer any 
questionnaires provided by the surveyors, a personal relationship had to be built. 
Below is a case from a textbook which introduces social survey and statistics. The 
case is applied to training surveyors in the field.
Firstly, the surveyor has to make friends with a few rickshaw pullers. Rather than 
arguing the price with the rickshaw puller, he should give additional money. Soon, the 
pullers will enjoy him. Then, he eventually could have intimate talk about the pullers’ 
living conditions. If their parents or children are sick at home, the surveyor should offer
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some money for help. If the puller has any troubles, no matter in spiritual or in material, 
the surveyor should offer help. Less than one year, every word and action of the 
surveyor will be respected. (Chen, 1936, p.27)
Setting aside the ethical problems that might be inferred from this case, in the 1920s 
the encounter of social surveyor and respondent produced a reaction which generated 
unprecedented tensions. Respondents were surprised by the arrival of the surveyors as 
suspected strangers. They refused to respond cooperatively. The ‘loneliness’ of 
Chinese social scientists and surveyors is readily spotted in the field as they were 
often regarded as spies, governmental officers for adding taxes, or Marxist 
revolutionaries by the respondents. The unprecedented tension implies an uneven 
process of applying sociological techniques to an exotic context. At the same time, 
this sociological knowledge and techniques became exotic too. There is a gap 
between the sociological knowledge produced by native scholars and the Chinese 
social world. Considering the trajectory of sociology introduced and worked in China, 
I realise that before entering the endless circle of ‘double hermeneutics’, attention 
should be drawn to the launching stage and the operational process.
Secondly, the content of disciplinary history is always dominated by theorists, even 
though introducing the historical origin of certain research methods constitutes an 
indispensable section or chapter in text books. In contrast with the history of theories, 
the history of research methods remains as a relatively quiet area, and only a few 
scholars pay attention to this topic. However, while there are many monographs 
offering technical accounts of research methods, the historical significance is weak. 
Jennifer Platt (1999) represents a role example in writing the history of sociological 
methods in America from the 1920s to the 1960s. Platt presents a sociological history 
which includes stories of invention and diffusion of research methods in America. In 
contrast to the conventional view which provides purely technical account of research 
methods, Platt’s study indicates a clear historical orientation by considering the social 
and institutional settings in which the methods were developed. Other than the 
historical orientation, there is a new tendency of reinterpreting the utilisation of 
varying research methods by taking into consideration its relation with society. Mike 
Savage (2009) challenged the epochal descriptions of social change offered by 
theorists. He proposed an altemative approach called ‘the politics of method’ to
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reconsider the use and consequences of methods of social science in British history. 
Rather than focusing on theoretical premises in terms of ‘modem versus postmodem’ 
or ‘industrial versus post-industrial’, social changes could be understood from the 
empirical ground by examining the use and change of research methods. From 
Savage’s (2010) emdite monograph, which traces the social change and identities in 
Britain since 1940 by focusing on the historical practice of research methods, I saw a 
socially bounded history of research methods. It is neither a purely technical account 
of research methods, nor a depiction of the historical trajectory of research methods.
Savage’s strategy is attractive for me. I was wondering whether I could repeat such a 
study but based on the field of China. However, in the1920s, the encounter between 
Chinese social surveyor and respondent, and the tension generated from their 
encounter, implies a gap between social research and the researched. The distance 
between social research and ordinary people reminds me how different social contexts 
between Britain and China are. I have more interest in understanding the distance 
between social research and ordinary people. It clearly indicates that practising 
sociological research in China was constrained by the local contexts before the 1950s\ 
It also implies an encounter between sociological technique as exotic Westem 
knowledge and Chinese context as a local culture. Understanding the way sociological 
studies were conducted in the Chinese context became my major interest.
I have benefited a lot fi*om reading these scholars previously mentioned. And 
therefore I could develop my interest in focusing on the practice of Chinese sociology. 
I would like to identify two kinds of practice here.
The first practice refers to translations and introductions to sociological theories and 
methods. Because sociology does not originate in China, the sources are mainly from 
Westem sociology while sometimes Russia and Japan are transit stations because of 
their geographic advantage. This kind of practice as an academic activity only 
introduces sociology from foreign countries in textbooks or joumal articles. For 
example, before the 1950s, when the canons of classical sociology had not been 
crystallised or extracted, Othmar Spann, William Summer, William Ogbum,
' This is not to say after the 1950s, this distanee would no longer exist. The practiee of Chinese 
sociology was stopped through the abolition of the discipline.
15
Bronislaw Malinowski, and Karl Mannheim were together introduced by Chinese 
scholars and had a title of ‘some important theories and contributions of modem 
sociology’ (Sun, 1946) \  This kind of practice only treats sociology as a study object 
rather than applying ‘the important theories of modem sociology’ to interpreting 
Chinese society.
The second practice, which is the main concem of this thesis, refers to the utilisation 
of borrowed, teamed, absorbed, and adapted sociological knowledge and techniques 
in studying Chinese society. In comparison with the first practice, the second practice 
has direct relevance to the local context, Chinese society. Sociological interpretations 
of Chinese society are produced as a consequence of applying different sociological 
knowledge and techniques. More importantly, as I found from the disciplinary history, 
sociological knowledge and techniques would be ‘revised’ or ‘improved’ during the 
process of generating sociological interpretations. This revision and development 
refers to the self-adaptation of sociological knowledge and techniques in order to 
ensure their relevance and compatibility in the Chinese context. Therefore, the second 
practice not only produced sociological products, but also provided feedback to native 
sociologists for reconsidering their tools, techniques, and even the role of this 
discipline.
Chinese society as an object and as the Chinese soil
The second practice in process is socially bounded with the local context, and this 
opens up another question: what is the relation and interaction between Chinese 
sociology and its object - Chinese society? Actually, it is impossible to discuss the 
practice of Chinese sociology in isolation by neglecting its interaction with Chinese 
society. Besides the aforementioned ‘improvement’ of sociological knowledge or 
techniques according to the feedback from practices, Chinese society exists not only 
as a study object, but also as a determinate extemal ‘variable’ which would influence 
the route of Chinese sociology.
Object is a word of ambiguity which requires further illumination. Geoff Cooper
' The author of this joumal paper, Sun Benwen (1891-1979) in history was one of the most active 
native scholars in introducing sociological theories to China. The example demonstrates how 
sociological theories were introduced to the local context of China in the 1940s.
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(2009) concludes that there are two meanings of this term, and the connotations of 
object in sociology implicate some continuingly contested arguments such as between 
realism and constructivism, materialism and idealism, etc. The two meanings include 
firstly, the object of sociology as the goal or purpose of this discipline. And secondly, 
it denotes the object of study or subject, sociology, investigated. There are many 
objects within sociology, as there are many theoretical orientations and 
methodological diversities. Raymond Boudon (1980) suggests that the object of 
sociology is not as definite as subjects such as economic science; in his eyes, this 
epistemological uncertainty even became a reflection of the crisis of sociology.
It is important to clarify the significance of Chinese society in this study. Rather than 
merely regarding Chinese society as an object of study, it also refers to the ground and 
context in which native scholars could undertake their studies. I have therefore 
clarified two connotations of Chinese society in this study: firstly, Chinese society 
refers to a specific object of study of Chinese sociology; secondly, Chinese society 
refers to the broad social field or context. It denotes a field for native scholars to 
extract the empirical data and formulate sociological interpretations of Chinese 
society, and the temporal and spatial contexts that native scholars could unfold their 
practices. I would like to use ‘Chinese soil’ to convey this significance. The Chinese 
character ‘soil’ constitutes a component of the Chinese word ‘society’\
Research questions
Through revisiting the practice of Chinese sociology, this thesis not only studies the 
history of a national sociology, it also examines the practice of sociological 
knowledge in a place beyond its original place of production.
This research aims to answer the following questions:
1. How was sociology as an exogenous modem discipline originating in Europe 
made relevant to the exotic field of the Chinese context?
' This will be discussed in Chapter 4 concerning the conceptual formation and transition of Chinese 
understanding of society.
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2. How did native scholars use the sociological knowledge they mastered to trace 
the Chinese society, and what were the products made?
3. In the practice of sociology, what is the compatibility of sociological methods 
to the Chinese context? If there is conflict, how is it addressed?
4. What is the disciplinary identity of Chinese sociology? Is it stable or static? If 
not, how does it change?
Content o f the thesis
Chapter 1 aims to locate a position for this study in the discipline of sociology. It 
outlines a review of some theoretical tendencies and gaps which are relevant to this 
study. Two areas will be reviewed: firstly, the new tendency of modernity studies 
which reconstruct the image of non-Westem societies and attempt to remedy the 
previous ‘fallacies’ of classical sociology in terms of Eurocentrism. Secondly, the rise 
of non-Westem sociologies or social sciences increasingly challenges the dominant 
position of European and North American sociologies. Altemative discourses and 
approaches have been proposed to counter the monopoly of Westem sociology. 
However, both of the areas have neglected the historical practice of sociology in non- 
Westem societies. And therefore, Chinese sociology in this research can be regarded 
as a particular case to fill the gap by examining the historical practice of sociology in 
China.
Chapter 2 looks at the possible approaches to the disciplinary past. This chapter will 
offer a review conceming how disciplinary histories of sociology are produced and 
what methods are utilised. A contextualised understanding of Chinese sociology by 
examining the practice of sociological knowledge and techniques in the local context 
in history will be proposed to overcome the limitation of simply classifying past 
theories and theorists in the name of disciplinary history.
Chapter 3 considers the materials and methods of this research. It develops further the 
argument in the previous chapter by focusing more specifically on this project. I will
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introduce and justify the method of this study for tracing the practice of sociology in 
Chinese soil. Besides introducing documentary analysis as the major method 
employed in this study, this chapter also elaborates the particularities of this object in 
terms of the sociological resources used and the problem of interviewing.
Chapter 4 looks at how the term society was translated into Chinese from the 
introduction of sociology to China in the 1900s. It reviews the transition of Chinese 
translations of the term society and the transition of interpretations of Chinese 
characters which constitute the Chinese equivalence to the English word society. 
Society in the Chinese context shifted from a moralistic interpretation to a secularised 
one, and then to a Marxist comprehension of social formation in the name of scientific 
definition. The analysis of this transition is based on interpreting the ancient Chinese 
classics and dictionaries in different periods. This chapter outlines an initial stage of 
practising sociological knowledge to China, which indicates a reverse direction in 
interpreting Chinese society by utilising intellectual resources from the past of China 
rather than merely focusing on the imported ‘modem and now’ Westem sociological 
knowledge.
Chapter 5 will go back to the historical context in which China underwent a radical 
change. Two issues will be addressed in this chapter. Firstly, it looks at the 
disciplinary identity of Chinese sociology by tracing the shifting attitude of Chinese 
sociologists towards the May Fourth Movement in different times. This movement in 
history represents a cmcial moment to separate a traditional and modem China. 
Moreover, this chapter will examine the historical performance of sociology during 
that time. The social survey was proposed politically to remedy Chinese social 
problems and enlighten ordinary people.
Chapter 6 examines the native scholars’ use of the social survey, a typical sociological 
method in researching society empirically in the Chinese context. The rise of the 
social survey in the late of 1910s had a political appeal of remedying a problematic 
Chinese society. However, during the process of conducting social surveys, native 
scholars were enmeshed in the Chinese situation. This chapter argues that the 
utilisation of social surveys in generating empirical interpretations of Chinese society 
should be regarded as a cultural practice. This cultural practice has double
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consequences. On the one hand, structured and systematic description of Chinese 
society was made through reports of social surveys. On the other hand, as a by­
product of the social survey, an irrational image of Chinese people and society was 
produced. The cultural practice implies the distance and tension between the social 
survey as a modem approach and Chinese society as a non-modem field.
Chapter 7 reflects on the practice of community studies in the middle of the 1930s. 
The approach of community studies was introduced to China with the purpose of 
transcending the limitations of social surveys. Some outputs of this method even 
eamed Chinese sociology an intemational reputation in the 1940s. However, 
community studies practised by native scholars did not develop to be a standard or 
unified method, but branched off in different directions. This chapter will discuss the 
Chinese practice of community studies by arguing that practitioners of this approach 
and social surveyors in the Chinese field share the same difficulties in collecting 
empirical date fi"om the Chinese people.
Chapter 8 will discuss the stmggle of Chinese sociologists to resist the demise of 
sociology in China. It will unpack the tension in the relationship between Marxism 
and sociology before and after the 1950s. Confronting the arrival of a totally ‘new 
China’ with the rise of a communist regime, Chinese sociologists had to make a 
response to the new context and therefore the role, the function, and even the nature 
of sociologists and sociology had to be re-evaluated and reinterpreted. The academic 
practice of studying Chinese society was suspended temporarily while sociology itself 
became an object which required further interpretation, making self-adaptation the 
purpose of regaining the legitimacy of sociology in China. Even though, in history, it 
failed as a project in saving sociology, it still indicates a vivid case for us to 
understand how sociologists face radical social change.
Chapter 9 will conclude this thesis by arguing that, rather than following the political 
appeal of decolonising Westem sociology in China or chasing an ‘alternative 
discourses’ approach completely, the practice of sociological knowledge in China 
indicates an entanglement and hybridisation between the local situation and foreign 
sociological knowledge.
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Chapter 1 Theoretical Approaches: Tendencies and Gaps
1.1 Introduction
This chapter looks at some theoretical approaches that are relevant to this study. This 
study concerns the practice of Chinese sociology. Such a motif is an exotic and 
relatively rare one in the Westem world. Thus, in order to reduce the sense of isolation, 
there is a necessity to find this study a position. This chapter aims to outline the 
theoretical tendencies which would contextualise this thesis within the sociological 
community, and to highlight the gap which it intends to fill in later chapters. Two 
areas will be addressed in this chapter.
I start with reviewing some new tendencies in modemity studies. As a pivotal concept 
in sociology, the history of this discipline and this concept are interconnected. The 
new development of modemity studies sheds light on the understanding of modemity 
in non-Westem societies. Multiple modemities represent the typical discourse. On the 
one hand, it reconsiders the possibility of non-Westem societies attaining modemity: 
the indigenous culture or tradition is re-evaluated to see whether it has the capacity to 
develop its own modem institutions. On the other hand, Eurocentric sociology, which 
previously neglected the capacity of the local cultures in non-Westem societies, has a 
chance to remedy its ‘fallacies’. In the Chinese case, Confucianism has been re­
evaluated as helping to motivate the rise of capitalism in East Asia. Previously, it was 
regarded as an obstacle for developing capitalism.
Then, I consider the issue of the rise of non-Westem sociologies which increasingly 
has challenged the dominant position of European and North American sociology. 
Even though Chinese sociology followed this tendency, Chinese sociologists indicate 
an ambivalent attitude to developing an autonomous discipline. In comparison with 
their workmates in South Asia or Africa, Chinese sociologists did not make a strong 
voice to challenge the dominant role of Westem sociology.
The two reviewed areas represent some new tendencies in sociology. The first refers 
to a theoretical shift which attempts to revise the ‘fallacies’ of Eurocentrism within 
sociology. And the second represents a political appeal from sociology in non-Westem
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areas. New discourses and altemative approaches have been proposed to attain an 
autonomous discipline. However, there is a striking gap in these two areas. On the one 
hand, China remains an object of study for theoretical refinements. Even though the 
Eurocentrism of sociology might be overcome by taking the potency of local 
traditions into account, how Chinese people understood and interpreted their own 
situation is neglected. The approach of multiple modemities mainly relies on the 
legacy of Max Weber. The revival of Confucius would seem to imply a decline of 
Weber’s influence, but Weber was introduced to China in the 1980s. Following 
Weber’s footprint we could find only a sociology in Germany rather than in China. On 
the other hand, the proposal of building an autonomous Chinese sociology indicates 
an ambivalent attitude to deal with the relationship with Westem sociology. The 
presence of Westem sociology within Chinese sociology is irrefutable. More 
importantly, building an autonomous sociology is a future project; the historical 
practice of Chinese sociology is either neglected or simply regarded as an immature 
phase which should be transcended. Instead of focusing on re-evaluating the local 
traditions and cultures or pursuing the future project, I propose to look at the historical 
practice of sociology in marginal places such as China.
1.2 Modernity studies and Chinese sociology
Undoubtedly, modemity constitutes an inevitable keyword while considering the rise 
and development of sociology as a modem discipline or discourse in history. The 
emergence of modemity and the rise of sociology are interrelated in the disciplinary 
history. On the one hand, modemity denotes a historical epoch in which sociology 
takes shape. The modem epoch which brought about radical social transformation in 
Westem Europe has always been understood as ‘dual revolutions’ - the French 
political and British industrial revolutions (Giddens, 1982). The consequences of this 
modem transformation generated motifs and pressing issues which called for new 
understanding and solutions. Sociology firstly emerged in France as a response to the 
consequences of the French revolution (Nisbet, 1943). On the other hand, modemity 
has become a substantive subject of inquiry in sociology. In social theory, modemity 
constitutes a long-lasting motif.
It is impossible to bypass the issue of modemity when considering the status of
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sociology in China. In this section, I review some new tendencies of modemity 
studies centring on interpreting modemity in non-Westem societies. In the case of 
China, Chinese tradition has been re-evaluated to gain the potency of generating 
modemity and Weber’s mistake seems to have been revised. However, merely 
focusing on Chinese culture or classical sociology highlights the neglect of the 
historical practice of Chinese sociology, which provided self-understanding of 
Chinese society by native scholars.
1.2.1 Modemity and self-understanding of society
The continuing discussion of modemity has many manifestations. Firstly, modemity 
did not come to an end even though it was under fierce attack fi*om postmodem 
discourses or theories. Secondly, the Eurocentric understanding of modemity has lost 
its legitimacy and has opened the capacity for new interpretations. It has been a 
contested arena in which diverse discourses emerged. Thirdly, analysing modemity in 
terms of institutions has been challenged, and there is a cultural or interpretative tum 
which regards modemity rather as an intellectual project. The tum opens up new 
horizons of knowledge regarding the self-understanding of society by non-Westem 
people.
Modemity did not come to an end even though it has been challenged by 
postmodemism since the 1970s. Nihilism and relativism are two unavoidable 
drawbacks and also two salient features of postmodemism which hamper the further 
development of social sciences. As suggested by Jeffrey Alexander (1995), there is a 
retum to modemity with the increasing dissatisfaction with postmodemism. 
Furthermore, diversified discourses have been developed to improve or remedy the 
previous fallacies of modemity. Reflexive modemisation (Beck et al., 1994) for 
instance, has been proposed as a new concept to understand world dynamics at the 
start of the twenty-first century. It refers to a more radical stage of modemisation and 
it is ‘the modemisation of modem society’. Modemity then shifted from the first to 
the second phase (Beck et al., 2003). The premise of first modemity defined by core 
concepts such as nation-state, individualisation, work societies, exploiting nature, 
scientifically defined rationality, etc., have lost their legitimacy. They should be 
replaced by globalisation, the intensification of individualisation, the transformation
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of gender roles, and flexible employment practices, etc. Another example is liquid 
modernity. Zygmunt Bauman (2000) coined this term to delineate the chaotic situation 
of modernity in which uncertainties continued and stability became impossible. 
However, these new discourses self-diagnose the present situation of modernity by 
criticising the old modernities and they all have a European foundation. As pointed 
out by Beck et al. (2003), the route from first to second modernity is completely 
Eurocentric. Even though they concern global issues such as the risk-laden society, 
the relevance of these discourses to non-Western sociology in history, in terms of the 
relationship between modernity and non-Western societies, is called into question.
There are also some discourses which address more explicitly modernity in non- 
Westem societies. Multiple modernities (Eisenstadt, 2000) and entangled modernity 
(Therbom, 2003) are two striking examples. In comparison with the above noted new 
modernities, they indicate close relevance to modernity in non-Western societies and 
are more concerned with the historical significance of modernity.
The approach of multiple modernities attempts to capture modernity as a world 
phenomenon. The emergence of this approach refers to the new world dynamics in 
terms of the economic and political structural shift. The independence of Latin 
America and Africa after World War II and the rise of East Asian countries such as 
Japan and South Korea have challenged the traditional view of Eurocentric modernity. 
From singularity to plurality, as Kaya (2004) noted, the discourse of multiple 
modernities challenged the assumption which regards modernity as equivalent to the 
West. According to Eisenstadt (2000), one of the most important implications of 
multiple modernities is that modernity and Westernisation are not identical. However, 
classical sociology and theories of modernisation since the 1950s both share the 
assumption that modernity developed from Europe with a set of modem institutions 
that would eventually take over the world; the long tradition of sociology based on 
this assumption, therefore, requires a serious revision or reconfiguration. As one 
solution, multiple modernities have been proposed to remedy the previous faults. For 
Eisenstadt (2002), the major figure of multiple modernities, the nature of modernity, 
is understood as a distinct civilisation with institutional and cultural features. As 
suggested by Johann Amason (2003, p.6), the emphasis on plural cultural patterns was 
a result of the divergent paths and uneven developments which questioned the
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structural role of civilizational legacies. Particularly, the failure of the universal mode 
of development highlighted the issue of civilizational backgrounds to the modernising 
process. In multiple modernities, the history of modernity can be seen as a story of 
continual constitution and reconstitution of a multiplicity of cultural programs.
These ongoing reeonstmctions of multiple institutional and ideological patterns are 
carried forward by specific social actors in close connection with social, political, and 
intellectual activists, and also by social movements pursuing different programs of 
modernity, holding very different views on what makes societies modem. (Eisenstadt,
2000, p.2)
The ongoing reconstructions connote the global extension of this distinct civilisation, 
the cultural program of modernity. In a dynamic world map, this distinct civilisation 
firstly crystallised in Europe then in the Americas, and later throughout the world. The 
process finally would realise a unique expression of modernity.
It is notable that merely focusing on analysing the institutions of modernity played an 
important part in previous discourses of modernity. Peter Wagner (2008) traced the 
conceptual fluctuation of modernity, before the term modernity finally became 
prevalent. ‘Modem societies’ are basic assumptions of Western social sciences. It 
refers to a mpture which brought about a set of new and modem institutions such as 
the market-based industrial economy, democratic politics, and autonomous academic 
institutions. As a consequence of this institutional understanding, the establishment of 
‘modem society’ represents a superior and final form of social organisation and no 
further social transformation would come. However, this understanding has been 
challenged by post-modemism since the 1980s, which asserts that an entirely new 
form of social configuration has emerged in Westem soeieties. According to Wagner, 
in this context, modemity came into sociology to replace ‘modem society’. However, 
the institutional understanding of modemity continued and it has become a dominant 
analytical approach.
As suggested by Therbom (2003), the Eurocentric definition of modemity in terms of 
institutions would lead to provincialism, because such modem institutions in history 
might be exclusively established in West Europe. For example, as demonstrated by
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Bryan Turner (1984), there is a cluster of absences in Islamie societies: the missing 
middle class, the missing city, the absence of political rights, and ultimately the 
absence of liberating revolution (p.93). These absenees are used to support the 
assumption about the inability of Islamic societies to generate capitalism and modem 
personalities. Therbom then proposed a time orientation of modemity which would 
overcome the limitation. Modemity is not exclusive to Europe. There are different and 
competing narratives and social forces of non-Eurocentric modemities. But they are 
entangled with each other rather than simply coexisting or challenging each other.
‘Entangled modernities’ is a focus of reflection, investigation, and analysis, from 
different angles, with different eyes, and with open-ended, expectably variable 
outcomes. (Therbom, 2003, p.293)
Unlike the approach of multiple modemities which focuses on the attainment of 
modemity from one tradition via a singular route, ‘entangled modemities’ emphasises 
the historical complexity and interconnection of different societies. And then the 
existence of various entanglements leads to a set of hybrid modemities.
Both multiple modemities and entangled modemities clearly refute Eurocentric 
modemity and focus on cultural or interpretative aspects of modemity. For Eisenstadt, 
modemity is a distinct civilisation combined with institutional and cultural features. 
For Therbom, the project of entangled modemity aims to relate cultural, institutional 
and social conflicts. The shift to intellectual and cultural analysis was termed by 
Wagner (2009), a cultural tum in the sociology of modem society.
The formation of modemity then has expanded as cultural and interpretative features 
are considered. Wittrock (2001) suggested that the formation of modemity cannot be 
reduced to the processes of transformation in political and economic practices. 
Paralleled with the industrial and political revolution was the revolution in intellectual 
and cosmological terms. In short, cultural and intellectual transformations became 
increasingly important. The relationship between the institutional and intellectual 
project of modemity is interpreted by Wittrock as:
The institutional projects of modemity - be they a democratic nation-state, a liberal
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market economy, or a research-orientated university - cannot be understood unless their 
grounding in profound conceptual changes is recognized. (Wittrock, 2000, p.36)
Wagner (2008) proposed an alternative, interpretative, approach for overcoming the 
limitations of institutional analysis of modemity. The interpretative tum implies that 
modemity should be understood ‘as an ethos and as an experience’ (p. 12). Three 
fundamental problématiques of human social life including political, economic and 
epistemic ones should be answered in the reconsideration of modemity. Answers to 
these problématiques constitute the ‘the way in which human beings coneeive their 
lives’ (p.2), which is also the definition of modemity by Wagner. The three 
problématiques separately address questions conceming: (1) how to govem life in 
common; (2) how to satisfy human needs; (3) how to establish valid knowledge. 
Answers to these questions are truly open and there is no single uniquely modem 
answer to these questions. For Wagner, modemity has been understood as a set of 
imperative questions which provide people with knowledge regarding this world.
The cultural or interpretative tum of analysing modemity implies the deployment of a 
sociology of knowledge. It definitely enriched the self-understanding of modemity or 
the modem condition in the West, the place in which both modem institutions and 
knowledge emerged. It also opens up a question conceming the self-understanding of 
non-Westem societies. Nevertheless, what is the constitution o f such modern 
knowledge in self-understanding? Where is it coming from? How does it work? In the 
Chinese context, the encounter between China and the West implies that answers to 
these questions rely on neither Chinese nor Westem knowledge. Wittrock (2000) 
suggested that at a global level, modemity in terms of culture and institutions from 
Europe has provided reference points for non-European societies. Cultural entities 
such as China and Japan in history have to refer to and adapt to a set of diffused ideas. 
Then, there is always a mixture between ideas and knowledge from foreign and local 
resources. And the mixture is a contested arena due to the existence of different and 
competing ideas \
In the next section, I will show that the tendency to re-evaluate Chinese tradition
^One salient indicator is the pursuit of autonomous social sciences in non-Westem societies. This will 
be discussed in the next section (section 2.2).
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failed to complete the mission of grasping how the self-understanding of Chinese 
society was aehieved in history.
1.2.2 Re-evaluating Chinese tradition: the case of Max Weber
The new tendencies in the analysis of modemity shed light on the self-understanding 
of modemity in non-Westem regions. Scholars therefore gain an opportunity to re­
evaluate the Chinese tradition which, in classical sociology, has been diagnosed as a 
backward land which could not generate modem elements.
The ‘fallacious accounts’ of China in classical sociology then have been revised by 
censuring their Eurocentric perspective. Max Weber (1951) is one of the striking 
instances in that his famous comparative religious studies labelled Chinese culture as 
an obstacle which could not transform China to a modem state. Even though China in 
history had many advantages, such as stable politics and free trading, the Chinese 
ethos failed to develop spontaneously its own modem industrial capitalism, as there 
was lack of the Puritan rational ethic.
As a typical example of classical sociology, Weber’s case provides scholars with a 
substantive motif to engage in further developing sociology by revising its provincial 
views. Many foreign and native scholars ‘revised’ Weber’s ‘fallacious accounts’ of 
Confucianism in China and other East Asian countries. However, it is of great 
importance to notice that there is an unavoidable premise of such revision. The rise of 
East Asia in terms of capitalism and modemisation firstly challenged the Weberian 
discourses. The economic growth and political transformation of Japan and Four 
Mini-Dragons, South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Singapore, require a new 
interpretation of the transformative potential of traditions. As suggested by Tu Wei- 
Ming (1996), the paradigm of social transformation from traditional Asian to modem 
Asian is not applicable for understanding the rise of East Asia; continuing tradition 
played a significant role in providing the rich texture of an evolving modemity. And 
therefore, Weber’s argument conceming the incompatibility of Chinese culture and 
industrial capitalism has been challenged. Tu Wei-Ming argued that the Confucian 
ethic in East Asia has compatibility with the capitalist spirit, and it has helped East 
Asia to develop modem industrial capitalism. The transformative potential of
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traditions then could be regarded as active agents in modemity. The case of East Asia 
proves that the process of modemisation would indicate different cultural forms (Tu, 
2000).
Similarly, Xia Guang (2005) argued that Weber’s limitation is that he had a 
misunderstanding of Chinese tradition in terms of the complexity and flexibility of 
Confucianism. He neglected the possible affinity between modemity and non-Westem 
cultural traditions. Weber’s limitation has been spotted and remedied. At the same 
time, Chinese tradition has been re-evaluated and endowed with the capability or 
transformative potential to generate modemisation.
However, if the relationship between Weber and Chinese sociology is taken into 
account, the historical implication of such re-evaluation in terms of disciplinary 
history is called into question. Weber is a latecomer in Chinese sociology. According 
to Su Guoxun (2007), one of the early native scholars who studied Weber, his works 
were introduced into China since the late 1980s. In 1987, Yu Xiao, Chen Weigang and 
some others jointly translated Weber’s representative work. The Protestant Ethic and 
the Spirit o f Capitalism (Weber, 1987) into Chinese, which introduced Weber and his 
ideas to Chinese readers. Weber in China, as posited by Su Guoxun, is associated with 
the restoration of Chinese sociology and the new tendencies that emerged after the 
Chinese reform. The economic reform met a new bottleneck and a large number of 
social problems emerged as a consequence of the reform. Scholars therefore tum to 
Weber for inspiration.
Furthermore, one limitation of re-evaluating Chinese tradition and Weber is that the 
validation of this approach is based on the current economic achievement of East Asia. 
Considering Weber’s historical situation, it is unfair to censure him for his inability to 
predict a capitalist Asia. We could not challenge Weber in history with evidence from 
the present.
Thus, merely focusing on Chinese tradition and Weber, the question of self- 
understanding of Chinese society remains unaddressed. The relevance of Weber to the 
Chinese context of that time is called into question. We can find a revised Weber in 
Germany in the 1980s rather than in China due to his invisibility in the disciplinary
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history \  Then, this irrelevance highlighted the striking gap-how have native scholars 
interpreted their own society? Should it require a revision? Therefore, we should re­
orientate our foeus on the historical practice of Chinese sociology.
1.2.3 Re-evaluating the neglected Chinese sociologv
Even though re-evaluating the Chinese tradition and Weber would enrich sociology 
with Chinese discourses, which is a task of importance, there remains a neglect of the 
performance of Chinese sociology in history. The case of Weber failed to provide us 
with a route to access Chinese sociology, and therefore, the revision of Weber 
connotes only a contemporary reconstruction. Chinese tradition and Weber’s legacy 
have been re-evaluated at the cost of bypassing the performance of Chinese soeiology, 
which in history played a significant role in generating interpretations of Chinese 
society.
In addition, the proliferation of modemity indicates a continuance of sociology in the 
West, the plaee in which sociology was developed and reconfigured. It also implies an 
intellectual project which attempts to revise the previous fallacies. Modemity thus has 
a feature of self-correction. As pointed out by Johann Amason (2000), the capacities 
of modemity, which are evident from its historical dynamics, involve an 
unprecedented development of self-questioning, self-defining and self-transformation. 
As for social science in non-Westem societies, scholars would benefit from the 
proliferation of modemity by participating in communication with Westem scholars.
If the Eurocentric fallacies of sociology should be swept out, what we should do is not 
merely criticise the representatives of Eurocentric sociology, re-evaluating the 
founding fathers of sociology for example. We should tum to our own context, to see 
what sociological knowledge has been adapted and implanted to the local context. 
Thus, the process and practice of Chinese sociology constitute an important motif of 
this study. As noted in the previous chapter, there are two ways of practising 
sociology in China. First, there is the practice of merely introducing sociological
’Unlike Weber, Marx is an interesting case in that his thought arrived China in the 1910s. And the 
development of China then closely entangled with his ideologies. Revisiting Marxism may provide an 
accessible route to understand the practice of Chinese soeiology in history. However, the relationship 
between Marxism and soeiology before and after the 1950s indicates a radical change. Chapter 8 will 
unpack their relationship.
30
theorists, theories and methods to Chinese audiences. Foreign soeiology then was 
introduced as an isolated cultural entity. Second, there is the practice of applying 
sociologieal knowledge and techniques in order to study Chinese society. Re­
evaluating Chinese soeiology based on the second practice is imperative for us to 
examine how the self-understanding of Chinese soeiety has been achieved.
1.3 Voices from the rebels
In this section, I provide a selective overview of the rise of sociology in non-European 
and non-North American regions which make strong voices and have challenged the 
dominant role of Westem centric or Eurocentric sociology. Non-Westem sociologies 
in this section include sociology in South Asia, South America and Africa. Chinese 
sociology represents a particular case in comparison with the voices from the South 
and other regions which have close ties with colonial experiences in history.
1.3.1 Understanding Westem dominance
Many terms have been developed to depict the relationship between social science in 
Westem and non-Westem regions. Orientalism (Said, 1978) might be the most cited 
term. Moreover, there are many others such as Eurocentrism (Wallerstein, 1996), 
captive mind (Alatas, 1972), intellectual imperialism (Alatas, 2000b), aeademic 
dependency (Alatas, 2003, Alatas, 2000a), northem theory (Connell, 2006), centre- 
periphery relations (Keim, 2011), etc. Even though there are diversified literatures, the 
dependent and subordinated role of social science in non-Westem regions is 
highlighted.
Edward Said’s (1978) influential work Orientalism has provided social scientists with 
great inspiration in reconsidering local sociologies and their relationship with the 
dominant sociology in North America and Europe. As suggested by Steven Seidman 
(1996), Said’s criticism of orientalism has eneouraged sociologists to think again 
about the discipline’s history. Sociology is a Westem invention, the rise of this 
discipline in history was associated with the expansion of the imperialism. Eighty-five 
percent of the earth’s surface was dominated by the West during World War I. 
However, as one of the most salient and important facts, classical sociologists did not
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draw enough attention to this issue. Seidman argues that the dynamics of empire were 
not included in the models of explanation and narrations of soeial development of 
classical sociology. Seidman proposed that sociologists could benefit fi*om Said’s 
work to remedy the previous neglect. Firstly, sociologists could rewrite the history 
and sociology of modemity by taking into account the dynamies of empires. Secondly, 
Said’s work represents an example of cultural sociology. It leads sociologists to 
seriously consider social difference without regarding the others as subordinate and 
inferior. Thirdly, Said demonstrates knowledge as a social force that can realise social 
control through constmcting and enforcing identities and social codes. Sociologists, 
then, should take responsibility for their practiees as knowledge is intertwined with 
power. As indieated by the title of Seidman’s paper, ‘more troubles and new 
opportunities for sociology’. Said not only has brought troubles on sociology, but also 
brought new opportunities.
In Wallerstein’s view, social science is a result of the modem world-system, and 
Eurocentrism inevitably constitutes the geoculture of the modem world. France, the 
United Kingdom, Germany, Italy, and the United States are the five countries that, up 
to 1945, that have overwhelmingly dominated the output of social sciences. The rise 
of soeial sciences was in response to European problems. Its subjeet matters, theories, 
methodologies, and epistemologies were all based on the European experience. 
Within the modem world-system, the Eurocentric social sciences have expanded to 
non-Westem regions. Five expressions of Eurocentrism have been listed by 
Wallerstein. They are: (1) its historiography, the European historical achievements 
that dominated the modem world; (2) the parochiality of its universalism; (3) its 
assumptions about Westem civilisation; (4) its Orientalism; (5) its attempts to impose 
the theory of progress (Wallerstein, 1996, p. 94). However, Eurocentrism has been 
challenged and attacked with the decolonisation of Asia and Africa since 1945. 
Considering this historical context, Wallerstein then proposed that the Euroeentric 
heritage of social sciences should be overcome as it distorted the analysis of the 
contemporary world. However, he applied a metaphor to describe this difficult task; 
Eurocentrism is a hydra-headed monster with many avatars, and the dragon will not 
be slaughtered easily.
The term captive mind was coined by Syed Hussein Alatas (1972) to depict the lack
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of autonomous social sciences in Asia. In the 1970s, Alatas criticised the status of 
social sciences in Asia by arguing that Asian scholars should not merely extend the 
use of American and European social sciences. Asian scholars are still under 
intellectual domination which leads to uncritical imitation of Westem sociology: the 
problem setting, abstraction, analysis, conceptualisation, generalisation, description 
and interpretation have been developed as an unavoidable habit pattem for Asian 
scholars. As a consequence, the captive mind implies a lack of creativity and 
originality in the social sciences in Asia, and it also demonstrates the Westem 
dominance in non-Westem regions.
Syed Hussein Alatas might be one of the most influential Asian scholars advocating 
autonomous social sciences in non-Westem regions and he has made unremitting 
efforts. In 2000, he coined a term ‘intellectual imperialism’ to interpret the unequal 
relationship of social sciences between the dominant and dependent. It depicts the 
expansion and spread of American and European sociology into non-Westem regions. 
According to Alatas, political and economic are two major domains of imperialism. 
However, the two would generate a parallel stmcture in the way of thinking the 
subjugated people, and this is the product of intellectual imperialism. Six characters of 
intellectual imperialism are generalised by Alatas: (1) the passive role of the colonies 
in providing field work and raw data; (2) educational dependency of the 
underdeveloped regions; (3) the conformity to theories and methodologies; (4) the 
role played by scholars from underdeveloped regions is secondary; (5) the 
rationalisation of the civilising mission which ‘legitimated’ the development of 
sciences in underdeveloped societies; (6) underdeveloped societies are studied by 
inferior talented Westem scholars rather than by top scholars. The situation is similar 
to imperial bureaucrats miming the colonies, who were inferior talents from the home 
country. The account of Alatas indicates a strong political claim based on the colonial 
experience. In order to overcome intellectual imperialism, he then proclaimed an 
intelleetual combat for emancipating an autonomous mind from the chain of 
imperialism.
As well as captive mind and intellectual imperialism, academic dependency is a 
similar concept applied by Syed Farid Alatas (2000a, 2003), son of Syed Hussein 
Alatas to illustrate the status of sociology in developing societies. As pointed out by
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Syed Farid, despite the fact that we are now in a postcolonial period and the political 
independence of colonies has been achieved, the Westem monopoly of social sciences 
remains intaet. However, as academic imperialism was maintained by colonial power 
in the past, the aeademic neo-colonialism is maintained by academic dependency. 
According to Syed Farid, the academic dependency of the Third World is in parallel 
with the economic dependency. Six dimensions of the dependency are listed:
Dependence on ideas 
Dependence on the media of ideas’
Dependence on the technology of education 
Dependence on aid for research and teaching 
Dependence on investment in education
Dependence of Third World social scientists on demand in the West for their 
skills. (Alatas, 2003, p.604)
In addition, the academic dependency of developing societies also reflects the global 
division of labour in social science. The division has three characters:
• The division between theoretical and empirical intellectual labour.
• The division between other country studies and own country studies.
• The division between comparative and single case studies. (Alatas, 2003, p.607)
Social scientists from the dominant societies are able to engage both in theoretical and 
empirical works conceming different countries, but scholars in the Third World could 
only undertake empirical studies of their own countries. The third aspect refers to the 
prevalent comparative studies in the West and the single case studies in the Third 
World. Empirical indicators to support this division of labour are likely to be found 
from joumals issued in the English speaking world. Syed Farid looked at the leading 
joumals such Sociological Theory and Philosophy o f the Social Sciences for empirical 
evidence to support his assertion. More systematic and comprehensive evidence can
’ Social science in non-Westem societies depends on Westem media such as books, joumals, conferences and 
electronic publications.
34
be found from the international bibliometric databases such as the ‘Social Science 
Citation Index’ (SSCI). As posited by Wiebke Keim (2008), the analysis of 
intellectual databases conceming the origin of articles could demonstrate the 
geographical concentration of knowledge production, and was also be an indicator of 
the relationship between Westem and non-Westem social sciences in terms of 
centrality and marginality are likely to be found.
Raewyn Connell (2006) pointed out that social theory is overwhelmingly produced in 
the global North based on metropolitan experiences. The geographical relationship 
here is between South and North rather than the classical Orient and Occident. It also 
reveals the position of Connell, from the South, a relatively forgotten region in 
sociology. Through criticising Giddens’s The Constitution o f Society, Bourdieu’s The 
Logic o f Practice, and Coleman’s Foundations o f Social Theory, three of the most 
cited works and also three representatives of metropolitan theory, four problematic 
characters of Northem theory are generalised: (1) the claim of universality; (2) 
reading from the centre; (3) gestures of exclusion; (4) grand erasure (p.258).
Firstly, the claim of universality assumes that all societies are knowable in the same 
way. Social stmcture and agency constitute the universal route in understanding all 
societies. Secondly, reading from the centre refers to the geographical limitation of 
social theory which only addresses problems in the metropolitan North and nowhere 
eles. Thirdly, the gestures of exclusion denote the invisibility of theorists from the 
colonised world in texts of social theory produced in the North. Lastly, grand erasure, 
according to Connell, refers to the common lack of colonial experience and social 
process in metropolitan social theory.
To make a brief summary, the conceptualisation of the dominant and subordinated 
relationship between social sciences in Westem and non-Westem societies can be 
understood on theoretical and empirical levels. The Westem dominant or Eurocentric 
sociology has been challenged not only from outside, but also from inside of the West. 
As suggested by Wallerstein (1996), in the twenty-first century, if social science is to 
make any progress, the Eurocentric heritage of sociology should be the first to 
overcome. Nevertheless it is not an easy task as the ‘hydra-headed monster’ is 
difficult to kill. For non-Westem scholars, political independence did not bring about
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intellectual independence; intellectual imperialism has been transited to academic 
dependency.
1.3.2 Challenging the dominance: response from the rebels
The criticism of Eurocentrism and other relevant parochial aspects of sociology have 
opened up a vast capacity for social scientists from different regions to reconsider the 
historical role of sociology and reverse the unequal relationship between developed 
and developing societies in terms of social sciences. Diverse attempts were made to 
overcome the limitation of sociology.
The aforementioned scholars who described Westem dominance have proposed some 
approaches to overcoming it. One of the most salient voices is from Connell (2006). 
She suggested that looking south is an altemative to ‘Northem theory’. The dominant 
Northem theory should be abandoned and replaced by a more inclusive sociology or a 
genuinely global sociology, which is more like a conversation among many voices. 
‘We really have no choice but to face the difficulties of “doing theory” in a globally 
inclusive way’ (p.264). Instances of a more inclusive sociology as listed by Connell 
include: Islamic debate about modemity; indigenous knowledge in Africa; 
theorisation of autonomy and dependency in Latin America; intemational feminist 
critique of metropolitan hegemony, and Indian debate of modemity. They are regarded 
as resources for theorising the social that can transcend the limitation of métropole. In 
another text, Connell (2007a) opened fire on the Northem theory of globalisation, 
which is another manifestation of Northem theory that excludes other viewpoints 
from non-metropolitan social thought. Connell then argued that a genuinely global 
analysis of globalisation requires us to reconstmct sociological theory as a manifestly 
more inclusive dialogue. In order to achieve this goal, some suggestions are proposed 
by Connell to conduct dialogue across regions and intellectual traditions, which 
include linking metropolitan research on globalisation with the resources from non­
metropolitan world, and breaking with professional customs such as the 
mononcultural curriculum in graduate education, etc. More provocatively, in her 
monograph Southern Theory: The Global Dynamics o f Knowledge in Social Science 
(2007b), an accumulation and extension of her previous studies, Connell coined a 
term ‘southern theory’ to challenge the dominant position of northem theory in
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sociology. She continued her project of building a more inclusive sociology and 
transforming metropolitan social science as a hegemonic culture. Connell also made a 
contribution to the sociology of knowledge. Social science is seen as an 
interconnected set of intellectual projects rather than as a settled system of concepts 
and methods (p.228). And therefore, the subaltern majorities could constitute an 
intergrated group because of the overlapping intellectual interests and networks of 
cooperation across the periphery.
It is notable that the label ‘south’ as an intellectual identity has been widely shared by 
scholars from the Southern Hemisphere. Raquel Sosa Elizaga (2006) introduced the 
Latin American experience in constructing sociology in the South. The main issue set 
for Latin America by Elizaga refers to building an original social knowledge based on 
their societies rather than following any trends established by foreign scholars or men 
of power. The experience of Latin America, ranging from historical and utopian views 
to social movements and political orientations, should be linked as intellectual 
resources. In light of Elizaga, focusing on their own experience for the first time:
We could look upon ourselves from within, and not from without, that is to say, to see 
ourselves in our own mirror, through our own eyes, and not through Eurocentric 
judgements about how things had to evolve so that they approached the philosophical 
parameters of so-called advanced civilisations. (Elizaga, 2006, p.414)
The account of Elizaga indicates a strong political claim from the periphery. It clearly 
expresses the gesture of rejecting the universality of hegemonic experiences in 
building a Westem and modem society. The failure of Eurocentric modemity as 
pointed out by Elizaga is that it failed to produce anything other than poverty, 
inequality and injustice. Thus, people in Latin America should see themselves as truly 
independent and this requires a break with the colonial and imperialist relationships. 
The material, subjective and ideological ties between the colonists and the colonised 
should be cut. Rewriting or rethinking the history of Latin America, then, should take 
into account what previously went unrecognised, remained unseen, and lacked 
significance in Westem centric views.
Alongside this primarily political refutation from Latin America, alternative
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discourses of Asian social sciences have been proposed as a response to Eurocentrism 
to reverse the inequality within knowledge production (Alatas, 2006). As well as 
‘southern theory’, Syed Farid Alatas’s monograph sets Asian social sciences as the 
major theme, and this work is a development and extension of his earlier studies. 
According to Syed Farid (2001b), before social science could attain formal 
independence and be finally implanted in the local, initially it was practiced by 
colonialists and other European scholars in the Third World. The question of 
relevance to the local context then becomes inevitable. Social scientists in the Third 
World not only need to recognise the irrelevance of Westem science, but also need to 
produce relevant altematives. The irrelevance has been typologically conceptualised 
by Syed Farid and includes: lack of originality; inapplicability; alienation; redundance; 
mystification; and mediocrity, etc. The irrelevance implies that social science in the 
Third World has been divorced fi*om reality, this producing erroneous theories 
produced. Syed Farid then proposed a relevance-seeking project as an intellectual 
movement which aims to correct Eurocentric discourse and transfer it to comply with 
the native context.
Altemative discourses are a part of this intellectual movement. Scholars should tum to 
local and regional historical experiences rather than to the Westem tradition. The term 
altemative is further explained by Syed Farid that:
What is being defined as altemative is that which is relevant to its surroundings, 
creative, non-imitative and original, non-essentialist, counter-Eurocentric, autonomous 
from the state, and autonomous from other national or transnational groupings. (Alatas, 
2001a, p.59)
One of the most cited references combining the local resources in sociological study 
is Akinsola Akiwowo’s (1986) study of Afi*ican oral poetry. It also represents a role 
example of indigenous sociology. The poetry recited at a rite-of-consecration is 
proposed by Akiwowo as a source of significance for future sociological studies in 
Africa, because some ideas and notions contained in the oral poetry are eligible for 
generating sociological-type propositions. As commented by Martin Albrow and 
Elizabeth King (1990, p.101), in Westem sociology, social theory coherently reflects 
the nature of society, but sociologies as developed in pre-modem and non-Westem
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societies should have their own capacities. Akiwowo’s case implies a rejection of 
dependency on sociology in developed societies.
In contrast to the political refiitation of Westem sociology which merely focused on 
attacking the epistemological foundations of sociology, indigenisation of sociology 
indicates more substantive and constmctive orientations. However, as suggested by 
Wiebke Keim (2011), the aforementioned two approaches are limited to the level of 
theories, texts and discourses. He presented an interesting case conceming 
overcoming the limitations by stressing the counterhegemonic currents in a real and 
practical sense. Keim proposed that the emphasis of challenging Westem dominance 
should change direction and focus on the scientific practice of sociology rather than 
merely on theoretical discussion and critics. The counterhegemonic currents denote 
the emergence of autonomous and original sociologies in developing societies. Three 
phases of the trends are distinguished by Keim: firstly, the constitution of public and 
policy sociology which re-orients the arena of debate from the Northem dominated 
intellectual community to the local community. The practice of sociology should be 
more relevant to locality. Secondly, the professionalization of sociology and the rise 
of critical sociology could be developed from the achievements of the first phase. The 
social relevance of the practice of sociology could extend to theoretical relevance. 
Lastly, the integration of a local intellectual community becomes active and equal 
within the intemational community (p. 130). One empirical case which represents the 
counterhegemonic current as presented by Keim is the development of labour studies 
in South Africa. Non-Westem sociology in this sense is more focused on social 
realities rather than on abstract and general sociological theories. Focusing on the 
practice of sociology in the local context definitely opens new horizon for considering 
sociology in non-Westem regions. However, it is ironic that the major imaginative 
source for Keim to develop his idea is from one of the new outputs of Northem theory, 
Burawoy’s (2005) public sociology.
Rebels from the global south such as Australia, Latin America and Africa have made 
strong voices to challenge the Westem dominance. However it is too early to reach a 
conclusion that sociology from the South will shock the dominant foundation of 
Westem sociology. The rise of the South has become a notable discourse in social 
sciences at the intemational level. Furthermore, one salient feature of these rebels is
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that their colonial experiences play an important role in generating these voices, 
indicating strong political implications within sociology where the expansion of 
sociology and imperialism are taking into account. It is notable that de-colonising 
European sociology is still a fashionable tendency of current sociology (Gutierrez 
Rodriguez et al., 2010).
1.3.3 Indigenisation of Chinese sociologv and the sinicisation of sociologv
In contrast to the flourishing debate from the South, China as a representative Oriental 
country seldom uses its past colonial experiences as a basis for critique. However, it is 
difficult to deny that Chinese sociology does have some particular experience 
conceming adoption and revision of Westem social sciences. Indigenisation and 
sinicisation are two keywords in understanding the Chinese response to the Westem 
dominance.
Indigenisation and sinicisation are two frequently discussed terms in understanding 
the Chinese response to sociology dominated by North American and European 
experiences. The term indigenisation is widely used in sociology. According to Martin 
Albrow (1990), indigenisation denotes an important stage for the global development 
of sociology. It refers primarily to the response from the Third World since the 1970s, 
and opposes the simple importation of terminology and methods that originated in the 
First World. Instead the native culture and tradition are cherished to provide new 
possibilities for developing an indigenous sociology. The term sinicisation has a more 
specific geographical connotation: the Chinaisation of sociology. Even though such 
accounts could be found in the 1940s when native scholars made great efforts to make 
sociology imported from foreign countries more relevant to Chinese society, the 
sinicisation of sociology has been a salient intellectual movement since the 1980s. 
Scholars from Taiwan, Hong Kong, mainland China, Singapore and the United States 
have been engaged in this movement.
The term sinicisation of sociology is defined as ‘fusion of Chinese social, cultural and 
national characters in sociology’ (Lin, 1986, p.32). Lin Nan proposed that sinicisation 
of sociology did not equal the application of Westem sociological study to China. In
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the late 1930s and early 1940s, such intellectual activities were widespread, but this 
did not lead to the sinicisation. The criteria suggested by Lin Nan to evaluate the 
success of sinicisation assesses the extent to which Chinese social, cultural and 
national characters are injected into sociology.
According to Lin Nan, it is too early to consider the question of whether the 
sinicisation of sociology should establish any grand systematic theories. Owing to the 
particularity of Chinese society, Lin Nan proposed some topics for the initial stage of 
sinicisation:
• Family stmcture and kinship relation, which constitute the connection between the 
individual and the community. In China, any theories conceming the relationship 
between individuals and groups should be based on the family as the basic social unit.
• Centralisation is pervaded in each social class in China. China, for the past three 
thousand years has been dominated by hierarchical stmctures.
• Social mobilisation in centralised social stmcture requires some techniques to 
maintain this stmcture. Complete examining and military systems are established as 
parts of this system.
• The unification of language is a prior condition for maintaining the social system. 
Chinese culture and civilisation in terms of language are quite special; such study will 
improve understanding the social function of language’.
• The history of one society in terms of the external impact is determined by its 
geopolitics. The geographical position of China is quite special. Further economic 
and historical studies with a global perspective are required. (Lin, 1986, p.39-41)
Xiao Xinghuang (1986) distinguished the difference of sinicisation of sociology 
between the 1940s and the 1980s. The first one aims to apply Westem sociology 
practically to addressing native social problems, and it is an optimistic response to 
new thoughts. But the second is a self-criticism to the failed project of indigenisation 
of sociology to China. Native sociologists in Taiwan have reached a consensus 
conceming the content of sinicisation of sociology. The content is arranged by the 
level of importance:
’ Chapter 4 provides an instance of considering the conceptual formation of Chinese society by 
examining the particularity of Chinese characters.
41
Creating theories with Chinese characters from Chinese history.
The content and materials should be sinicised.
Modifying foreign theories and methods.
Modifying foreign theories in order to adapt to Chinese perspectives. 
Modifying foreign methods in order to adapt to the Chinese context. 
Reflect the Westem influence on our sociology.
Establishing Chinese sociology. (Xiao, 1986, p.300)
The process of sinicisation requires modifying the original sociological knowledge 
from North America and Europe, and this modification undoubtedly will lead to the 
debate regarding whether sociology is universal or specific. However, Xiao Xinhuang 
further elaborated that national sociology did not denote an exclusive sociology with 
nationalism; rather it should be tolerant. A national sociology should have domestic 
social and cultural significance. It should not generate parochial racism and 
nationalism. Conversely, it has the potentiality to reduce hegemony which regards 
American sociology as the world sociology. Therefore, the sinicisation of sociology 
aims to pursue the connection between sociology and the culture and history of 
Chinese society.
While the sinicisation as an internal pursuit modifies foreign sociological knowledge, 
the external pursuit of sinicisation has an ultimate goal to inject Chinese 
characteristics and elements into a world sociology dominated by North American and 
Westem European experiences (Xiao, 1986, p.303). In this sense, sinicisation does not 
mean the régionalisation of sociology; sociology in China after sinicisation should 
make a contribution to world sociology. A similar account is found from He Xiuhuang 
(1982), who argues that the real purpose of the sinicisation of social sciences is 
neither to do something unconventional, nor simply to make difference between 
Chinese and Westem social science, but to make special contributions from Chinese 
social scientists to the development of social sciences.
However, the necessity to sinicise of this discipline is called into question by some 
scholars. The question implies a dilemma of sinicisation in terms of the universality of 
sociology. As posited by Cai Wenhui (1986), there is no necessity of ‘sinicisation’ of 
sociology in terms of theories at all. The assumption of Cai Wenhui’s position is the
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validity of the universality of sociological theories, because the ultimate goal of 
sociology is to build a general theory which could be applied to interpreting the basic 
social interactions of human beings and the structure and function of society. Thus, no 
matter whether developed by Chinese or European scholars, a sociological theory 
should be appropriate to Chinese and European social structures and there is no 
necessity to make a sociological theoretical distinction between China and the West. 
Talcott Parsons’ structural functionalism was favoured by Cai Wenhui to attain the 
ultimate goal of sociology.
Cai Wenhui (1986) suggests that one merit of Parsons’ theory is his interpretation of 
stability and equilibrium, and the two concepts should be applied to interpreting 
Chinese society which has a long history without radical changes. Chinese traditional 
society was reassembled by Cai Wenhui to fit into Parsons’ theoretical framework of 
‘AGIL’ (Adaption, Goal Attainment, Integration, Latency). However, the system of 
Chinese society within the framework has different aspects. Adaption refers to 
economic institution and technical skills; Goal Attainment denotes the emperor- 
centred political institution; Integration refers to the traditional family institution; and 
Latency is the Confucian ethics (Cai, 1986, p.64). In the original framework 
developed by Parsons, the realisation of Integration is due to the existenee of law and 
societal community, and Religion plays a crucial role in Latency. In the Chinese case 
as explained by Cai Wenhui, formal legal restriction has less effect for Chinese people; 
the role of restricting people’s behaviour has been taken by families in China. In 
addition, Confucianism rather than any other religions provides the principal for 
legitimacy in traditional China.
Cai Wenhui’s argument and utilisation of Parsons’ framework indicate that he 
endorsed the validity of the universality of sociology. Even though he presented a 
plausible case to place traditional Chinese society into Parsons’ framework, one 
important issue which was evaded by Cai Wenhui is how we could understand the 
radical change of Chinese society to embrace modemity. It is difficult to find answers 
from the AGIL framework in terms of stability and equilibrium to explain the radical 
social change of Chinese society. However, the instance of Cai Wenhui indicates an 
attempt to make sociology more relevant to Chinese society. Sinicisation in this sense 
does not mean that Chinese theories should be developed without considering foreign
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theories. The development of sociology in China as proposed by Cai Wenhui (1986, 
p.69) should absorb current Westem theories and methods in studying Chinese social 
stmctures.
As suggested by Ye Qizheng (1985), two aspects should be considered regarding the 
indigenisation of social sciences in marginal regions such as China. On the one hand, 
there is submission to the exotic preponderant knowledge and on the other hand, there 
are social and economic institutions which dominate the social sciences. The first 
aspect determines the content and research of Chinese social sciences, which derives 
from the character and connotations of Chinese scholarship. The second aspect 
constitutes an objective social condition in which Chinese social sciences are 
embedded. Ye Qizheng argued that it is absolutely impossible to get rid of the 
shadows from core regions, because scholarship in peripheries has been considerably 
inscribed with the paradigms provided by the core regions. Westem-centric 
scholarship has been shaped for centuries and now belongs to an indestructible 
intellectual castle. However, owing to the difficulties. Ye Qizheng proposed the 
characters of reflection, suspicion and self-questioning to exotic knowledge. He 
reached a relatively ambiguous conclusion that ‘the sinicisation of scholarship in 
China still relies on exhaustively leaming the essences of Westem scholarship’ (Ye, 
1985, p.254).
The innate presence of Westem sociology in Chinese sociology as a monopolised 
supplier responsible for providing theories and methods is unavoidable. However, 
another unavoidable fact is the presence of the Chinese social context. The 
significance of sinicisation is understood by Jin Yaoji (1982) as a self-consciousness 
and self-reflection of knowledge. It helps further understanding of the nature and 
character of sociology in China. Jin Yaoji’s (1982, p. 113) assumption is that the 
character of sociology has been influenced by the individual perception and the social 
stmcture in which scholars are positioned; sociological research practised by Chinese 
scholars could inevitably reflect more or less the Chinese cultural and social 
characteristics. Ye Qizheng (1982) generalised four basic characters o f Chinese 
sociology in the twentieth century: (1) the practical character, pragmatism has become 
the major ideology under most of sociological research; (2) the positivistic character, 
which has become a theoretical foundation for actual social research; (3) the character
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of transplanting. For Chinese sociology was lack of original studies; (4) the 
processing character - due to the slavish imitation of Westem sociology, native 
scholars rely on preliminary data collection and analysis. The coarse knowledge 
products are processed in a simple workshop by native researchers.
It is notable that in the 1980s when the movement of sinicisation began, sociology in 
mainland China has just been restored to regain its legitimacy. And therefore, owing 
to the long term disappearance, voices from the mainland China were relatively weak. 
Nonetheless, sinicisation or indigenisation of this discipline is a prevalent topic in 
today’s sociology in China, as it belongs to an imperative area in forging the 
disciplinary identity among the diversified national sociologies. However, the 
definition or purpose of this indigenisation might be different from that in the 1980s. 
Zheng Hangsheng and Wang Wanjun (2009) offered a definition regarding 
sociological indigenisation:
Sociological indigenisation means to combine reasonable elements of foreign 
sociology with realities of native society. It does not deny scientific nature of 
sociology as a branch of social science, nor does it negate universal objectives 
and extemal standards of sociology. (Zheng and Wang, 2009, p.41)
The definition from Zheng Hangsheng and Wang Wanjun implies that indigenisation 
should set a Chinese made firewall to filter the sociological knowledge imported from 
overseas. In this sense, sociology should be firstly evaluated by a Chinese standard 
before it can be combined with the native society. However, it is problematic to find 
the criterion of building the firewall for extracting the reasonable elements of foreign 
sociology, and obviously this will be a contested issue.
In addition, Wang Ning (2006) pointed out two serious fallacies in the indigenisation 
of sociology. On the one hand, the slavish imitation of fashionable foreign scholarship 
and failure to develop research questions from the local context while on the other 
hand, rejecting the validation of Westem sociology in the loeal context. As a 
consequence, it utterly overlooks Westem sociology even the academic and research 
norms are neglected. Therefore, for a better indigenisation, Chinese sociology should 
not discontinue communication with Westem sociology or pass over the contributions
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made by intemational sociology. ‘We draw lessons from Westem sociology in order to 
build our indigenous sociology more quickly and finally could transcend Westem 
sociology’ (Wang, 2006, p.5). Wang Ning again argued for the inevitable and 
necessary entanglement between Chinese and Westem sociologies.
To make a brief conclusion, the indigenisation or sinicisation of sociology in China 
indicates an ambivalent attitude towards the relationship between Chinese and 
Westem sociology. Even though native scholars admitted the particularity of Chinese 
society in terms of culture and advocated to combine sociology closely with Chinese 
society, they did not entirely reject the presence and validation of Westem sociology 
in China. The influence or shadow of Westem scholarship has become an innate 
feature of Chinese sociology. It is an indestmctible intellectual castle, as noted above. 
Chinese soeiologists did not challenge Westem-centric sociology as did scholars from 
South Asia, South America or Africa. Leaming the essence of Westem sociology was 
even regarded as a possible route to realise the indigenisation. The relatively 
ambivalent approach on the one hand indicates the compromised attitude; on the other 
hand it reveals the difficulty of separating a pure Chinese sociology from sociology in 
China with the presence of Westem influences. The influences include theories, 
methods and even objects of study.
1.4 Conclusion
This chapter aims to find this study a position in the field of sociology. Two fields 
which are relevant to this study are reviewed. Firstly, the proliferation of modemity 
reconsiders the formation of modemity and provides new opportunities for re­
evaluating the local culture and traditions in non-Westem societies. On the one hand, 
the ‘drawbacks’ of traditions have been re-evaluated and endowed with the capability 
to generate modem institutions; on the other hand, the ‘fallacies’ of soeiology have 
been revised by removing its Eurocentric elements and regarding modemity as a 
combination of institutional and interpretative features. The re-evaluation of Weber in 
China demonstrates such an endeavour. However, merely foeusing on revising 
Westem sociology and retrieving Chinese tradition would neglect the authentic 
performance of Chinese sociology in history. This study then argues that there is a 
necessity to examine the practice of sociology in the Chinese context.
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Secondly, the rise of “the others” has established strong discourses to challenge 
sociology dominated by Eurocentric imaginations. Building an autonomous sociology 
has become a common goal for sociologists in Latin America, Africa and the global 
South. Chinese sociology does have such a political project in pursuing an 
autonomous discipline in the name of indigenisation or sinicisation of sociology. 
However, in comparison with sociology in Latin America and Africa, the regions 
which had colonial experience in history, Chinese sociology indicates an ambivalent 
attitude towards the presence of Westem sociology. For the former colonised regions, 
de-colonising Eurocentric sociology has become their intellectual project with strong 
political implications. For Chinese sociology, the Westem dominance has been 
understood as an indestmctible intellectual castle and the term indigenisation or 
sinicisation implies a combination of both Westem and Chinese characters in 
sociology. More importantly, indigenisation and sinicisation both refer to a present or 
friture project. The past was simply understood as a slavish imitation of Westem 
sociology, uncritically analysed or completely neglected.
Therefore, in order address this gap, this study aims to go back to trace the practice of 
Chinese sociology and the way in which it developed in the Chinese socio-historical 
context.
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Chapter 2 Approaches to the Disciplinary Past and Tracing 
the Practice of Sociology
2.1 Introduction
In the previous chapter, I situated my study within the discipline of sociology. In this 
chapter, I firstly outline some approaches to disciplinary history in section one. Two 
kinds of historical account of the disciplinary past are distinguished - a theoretical 
account and an empirical account. In section two, I tum to an altemative approach 
which examines sociology in process and practice. In the second part of this section, I 
propose an approach to tracing the practice of applying sociological knowledge and 
techniques to study Chinese society by native sociologists. Besides separating three 
stages of practising sociology in China, I particularly propose an approach to take the 
Chinese social setting - Chinese soil - into consideration. It is the field and ground in 
which native scholars undertake their practice.
2.2 Method o f disciplinary history
In this section, firstly, I look at the vague image of disciplinary history. Emphasis will 
be placed on how theoretically based historical accounts of sociology cannot fully 
capture the discipline’s historical significance. Secondly, I will provide a review 
conceming different approaches applied to the field of the history of sociology. I 
would like to distinguish two kinds of historical account. On the one hand, there is a 
theoretical account of disciplinary history which at the same time reconstructs past 
theories. On the other hand, there is an empirical account of disciplinary history 
which is applied to revealing the history of textbooks, methods, and institutions. The 
two accounts differ in orientation, and in the materials used in building disciplinary 
history.
2.2.1 The vague image of disciplinary history
Disciplinary history tells the story of the origin and development of one discipline.
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Generally, a typical account of disciplinary history should include the founders and 
contributors to the discipline, as well as basic theories and methods and the 
development of schools of thought in different periods. As a result, sociological 
practitioners are all familiar with the founders and contributors to this discipline. In 
this sense, disciplinary history has the function of providing collective identity for 
members within the discipline.
In the human and social sciences, the increasing interest in building disciplinary 
history as posited by Wolf Lepenies (1983) and Peter Weingart (1983) generally has 
three reasons: (1) a thinking of discontinuities has become prevalent; (2) historical 
reasoning is required to justify the re-structuring of sub-disciplines and specialities in 
various sciences; (3) the social change in the 1960s in industrialised countries closely 
related to the changing self-image of disciplines. These three reasons imply that 
disciplinary history is not only concerned with static stories about the past; it should 
make a response to the dynamics of disciplinary change, which would be the present 
requirement. More importantly, social change and disciplinary change are interrelated. 
According to Theodore Porter and Dorothy Ross (2003), radicalism in the 1960s 
made scholars rethink the historical role of social sciences behind their technocratic 
expertise and scientific claims. And therefore social sciences emerged as a historical 
topic.
However, disciplinary history in sociology has a relatively vague image. In the history 
of sociology, the term history mostly refers to theories; therefore, the history of 
sociology emerged as theories of sociology. This situation even influenced the identity 
of sociologists in understanding their practice. As noted by George Stocking (1966), 
most authors who write the ‘history of sociology’, do not regard themselves as 
historians, they call themselves theorists. Consequently, when the history of social 
theory is produced, there is a lack of historical sense in these histories. As criticised 
by Robert Merton (1967) the history of social theory written by sociologists had the 
tendency to produce the classification of social theory rather than to record reality. 
The content of this classification is critical summaries of past theories spiced with 
short biographies of major theorists.
Such examples can be found fi*om some introductory sociological textbooks or
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theoretical monographs. Theories are assorted by different classes: the structure of 
sociological theory (Turner, 1997), key sociological thinkers (Stones, 1998), 
sociological thought (Swingewood, 2000), traditions of sociology (Collins, 1985, 
Collins, 1994), paradigms of sociology (Ritzer, 1974), main currents (Aron, 1965), etc. 
The legacy of sociology has been shaped and re-shaped accord to varying criteria. The 
historical significance is not strong in these classifications of social theories as they 
imply an assemblage of sociological knowledge by systematically classifying past 
theories and theorists. This kind of assemblage is a process of making canons, as 
someone or some theories will be ‘forgotten’ deliberately by the authors. Thus, the 
work of selection as canon-making leaves behind the capacity and possibility for the 
re-emergence of the ‘forgotten’ theorists.
Therefore, these forgotten theorists might regain their importance just as heroes of the 
discipline might lose their weight. Such change could be reflected from Randall 
Collins’s collection of selected readings of sociology. In 1985, there are three 
traditions of sociology described by Collins: (1) the conflict tradition; (2) the 
Durkheimian tradition; (3) the micro-interactionist tradition. However, in 1994, nearly 
ten years later, the rational and utilitarian tradition were added by Collins to represent 
a new sociological tradition. Moreover, it is notable that traditions in sociology have 
been expanded to national differences rather than remaining restricted to classical 
sociologists. The expanded traditions imply the challenge to Western dominated 
sociology from the non-dominated regions \
More obviously, the list of key sociologists can be expanded according to the 
interpretative strategy or motive held by the authors. In a collection introducing 
theorists in the formative period of sociology, the editor John Scott (2007) suggests 
that sociology is more than simply social theory. The formative sociology understood 
by him should include areas such as social research, social reform, and other areas, 
expanding the name list to include psychoanalysts, political scientists, anthropologists, 
and many others who made contributions to the formative sociology. The historical 
significance is strong, as indicated by the word ‘formative’. However, key 
sociologists are individually introduced as the classification of theorists is built. It is
*See Patel, S. (2010). The ISA handbook o f diverse sociological traditions.hos SAGE.
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more like a separated family history rather than a genealogy of the community of 
sociology.
Even though the history of sociology in textbooks mainly presents as a system of past 
theories, diversified endeavours have been made to transcend the static classified 
systems. Robert Jones (1983) echoes Merton’s criticism on building systematic social 
theories by arguing for the ‘new history of sociology’ in overcoming the classified 
system. He points out that Thomas Kuhn’s (1962) Structure o f Scientific Revolution 
has exerted great influence on the historiography of sociological theory. Many new 
attempts have been made to tell stories about sociology in history - instances such as 
taking account of the personal experiences of great men and the intellectual contexts 
in which they lived and produced their ideas, the rise of national traditions of 
sociology, and the appearance of new journals such as Journal o f Behaviour 
Scienceand Journal o f the History o f Sociology.
2.2.2 Two kinds of historical account
Here I would like to distinguish two orientations in generating a historical account of 
sociology. The first refers to the theoretical account of disciplinary history and the 
second orientation is towards an empirical account. The distinction here does not aim 
to point to a contradiction between theoretical and empirical orientations; rather it 
aims to discuss the different strategies applied by scholars to generate historical 
accounts. The two accounts imply that the strategy of writing the history is largely 
determined by the content of disciplinary history. The first account is inclined to 
theorising or historicising the disciplinary past. Theorists and theories constitute the 
major content. The second account is more empirically grounded and is more 
appropriate for applying sociological methods to observing the past as methods, 
textbooks or organisations which comprise the content of disciplinary history.
Firstly, I begin with a discussion of the theoretical account. As mentioned previously, 
classification of past theories constitutes the major content of disciplinary history. 
Theoretical accounts may be able to transcend the simple history by theorising rather 
than classifying the disciplinary past. Perhaps we should admit that the history of 
sociology has provided sociologists with a field and capacity for theorising the past of
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this discipline. The title of Peter Wagner’s (2001) A History and Theory o f Social 
Sciences, implies an attempt to bring history and theory together. The major concern 
of his work calls for a reconsideration of the form and the character of sociology. The 
objective of Wagner’s work and the reconsideration proposed by him is to reveal the 
relation between the forms of producing social knowledge and the modes of theory 
building and conceptual formation in history. The relationship is seen unfolding into 
two parts. On the one hand, he offers a depiction of the development of social 
sciences within the history of Western societies. The intellectual development of 
social sciences is associated with the political and institutional development of these 
societies. The history of social sciences is a history of institutionally bounded 
disciplines, as intellectual and institutional developments are both considered. On the 
other hand, he presents a discussion of concepts such as choice and decision-making, 
action and institution, culture, society, polity, and modernity, which are indispensable 
within the history of social sciences.
In contrast to the critical summaries of past theories, Wagner’s monograph presents a 
contextualised account of disciplinary history. In addition, the fluctuation of concepts 
within social sciences is seen as having the capacity to reflect the historical trajectory 
of the social sciences. A similar study focusing on concepts is found in Robert Nisbet 
(1966), who proposed an approach to examining the ‘unit - ideas’ of sociology in 
order to refute the prevalent method of dramatis personae in disciplinary history by 
listing great theorists, or by generating a systematic classification of schools or isms. 
Five indispensable unit-ideas are discussed in his monograph to represent the 
historical trajectory of sociology. They are community, authority, status, the sacred 
and alienation, and each one has a conceptual opposite, society, power, class, secular, 
and progress. The wide and continuous use and discussion of these unit - ideas 
represents, according to Nisbet, a trademark of sociology.
The historical significance is clearer when the institutional and political settings in 
which sociology was developed are considered. The same historical sense can be 
achieved from examining the fluctuating history of the use of concepts within 
sociology. There is another approach returning to the period before sociology was 
formally institutionalised. Wolf Lepenies’ (1988) study about the prehistory of 
sociology is a good example. His work indicates that the rise of sociology in Europe
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was a ‘third culture’ which was under the tension between scientific orientation and 
the pursuit of literature. However, even though Lepenies chose a previously neglected 
area to reveal the prehistory of sociology before the scientific orientation became 
dominant, the content of his history is still figure-centered and is arranged by national 
sociologies. In this sense, it still indicates an establishment of classified system in 
form. A similar study can be found fi"om Albert Halsey (2004), who set the tension 
and competition between science and literature as the basic context in which British 
sociology was progressing and shaping.
Another notable example is from Johan Heilbron (1995), who suggests that a more 
long term perspective is needed for a more accurate understanding of the genesis of 
the social sciences. The predisciplinary history proposed by Heilbron can be dated 
from the sixteenth century to the middle of nineteenth century. During that time, 
sociology had not been formed as a discipline in modem universities. Practitioners did 
not have a professional title as sociologists or social scientists, they were men of 
letters rather than professors with the title of sociologist. But notions such as state, 
society, and economy discussed by them paved the way for the later 
institutionalisation of sociology and other social sciences.
To summarise briefly, fi-om establishing the classified system by canons and past 
theories, to focusing on the rise of sociology both intellectually and institutionally, the 
theoretical account indicates a reconstmction of the disciplinary past. Moreover, the 
reconstruction has provided a path to the proliferation of social theories in the name of 
disciplinary history.
Secondly, there is another orientation in recounting disciplinary history. It is more 
empirically positioned than the previous one, as the content of disciplinary history is 
more specific in areas such as research methods, organisations, and textbooks. In 
these areas, some typical sociological methods, such as interview, can be applied to 
producing disciplinary historical account.
Even though theories have constituted the major part of disciplinary history, Raymond 
Aron (1965) reminds us that modem sociology has two principal sources. Firstly, 
there are the political-social ideas or doctrines. Secondly, there are the administrative
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statistics, surveys, and other empirical investigations. Aron himself bypassed the topic 
of sociological research by claiming that his taste and abilities predisposed him to the 
orientation of discussing sociological doctrines rather than choosing methods and 
research as his major concern. However, the history of research methods is a 
relatively neglected area in the disciplinary history. Raewyn Connell (1997) critically 
points out that when sociology generates her canon-making history known as 
‘classical theory’, one of the troubling anomalies is the disjunction of social theory 
and social research. ‘The bulk of quantitative sociology, as well as most ethnographic 
and life-history research, proceeds without reference to canonical theory or the 
problems it defines’ (1997, p. 1513).
However, the field of social research has not been forgotten completely by scholars. 
One of the most influential works is Jennifer Platt’s (1999) empirical study of 
research methods in America fi*om 1920 to 1960. The time-span chosen by Platt refers 
to an important period of sociology. During that period, American sociology became 
dominant quantitatively and qualitatively and exerted considerable influence on other 
national sociologies. Concerning the motivation of her historical study of methods, 
Platt posits that her study approaches the history of sociology fi"om an unusual angle. 
Because the history of sociology has been written as the history of theories, some 
parts may include methodological ideas. But they are treated at an abstract and 
philosophical level, and there is therefore a need to shift the historical concern to the 
practice of empirical research and its methods, which would reverse the imbalance in 
the history of sociology.
Undoubtedly, Platt’s study, which focuses on the use and development of methods in a 
historical context, is utterly different in comparison with the above noted theoretical 
classified systems. It contains more empirical and historical significance as methods 
are more embedded in institutional and social settings, and in operational process it is 
more applicable to applying sociological techniques to trace the disciplinary past. In 
her study of the history of research methods in America, a number of unstructured 
interviews were conducted with active sociologists in the 1960s, who provided vivid 
first hand information.
As well as writing the history of methods, Platt drew attention to the history of a
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learned society, the British Sociological Association (BSA) (Platt, 2002, Platt, 2003). 
As she did in her study of the history of methods, besides looking for interpretations 
of historical documents relevant to the BSA, Platt interviewed some key and active 
members in the BSA. The result revealed by Platt illustrates that the changing profile 
of the BSA was determined by internal dynamics and sometimes in response to 
external environments. For example, the professionalization of British sociology, the 
demand for female sociologists during the period of the women’s movement, and 
increasing number of graduates in sociology, determined the historical profile and 
trajectory of the BSA. A similar study focusing on sociological organisation can be 
found from Stephen Turner and Jonathan Turner’s (1990) institutional analysis of 
American sociology, which concludes that the scientific pursuit of American 
sociology emerged as an “impossible science”. They note that the theme of their 
historical study of sociology is of less interest to the community of sociology. Rather 
than focusing on the historical interpretation and re-interpretation of social theories 
and methods at the philosophical level, they place their foci on the empirical 
investigation of sociologists’ competition for resources. Their account of the 
American history of sociology therefore contains statistical descriptions such as the 
increase and decrease in membership of the American Sociological Association and 
the graduate students in sociology in different periods.
Besides the organisational or institutional analysis of sociology, the fluctuating and 
changing content of sociological textbooks is also an area that can be observed to 
reflect the history of discipline. For instance, Richard Hamilton (2003) examined the 
sociological textbook in America and indicated that the portraits of sociology were 
surprisingly different in different periods. For example, the political economist is 
declared a sociologist; the nonfounder is declared a founder; a person of considerable 
eminence is declared a marginal voice (2003, p.295). As suggested by Mary Deegan 
(2003) textbooks are the sociological stock of knowledge, they not only legitimate 
accounts of disciplinary history but also provide the entry point for analysis. However, 
rather than merely regarding textbooks as a stock of knowledge; textbooks can be 
seen to have more significance. Jennifer Platt (2008a) observed the sociological 
textbooks used in British universities from 1949 to 2003. The results reveal that the 
intellectual content of sociological textbooks has changed over time, which is a 
response to both the changes in British society in sociology. In this sense, textbooks
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are not treated as an isolated body of knowledge, but as social products to reflect the 
broader institutional and social settings. More importantly, Platt (2008b) clearly points 
out the significant power of sociological textbooks and this requires further 
consideration. From an individual textbook to a set of books, and from national 
sociologies to cross-national social systems of sociology, textbooks reflect the 
dynamics of changing profiles of sociology and the connecting relationships between 
countries. Examining the textbooks, thus, could gain the qualification to illustrate the 
history of sociology, to reflect the relationships among national sociologies and the 
historical determinants. More provocatively, Michael Lynch and David Bogen (1997) 
suggest that sociological textbooks represent a highly standardised, stable and widely 
disseminated disciplinary pedagogy. Mainly focusing on research methods in 
textbooks, they propose an approach different from the sociology of scientific 
knowledge to understand scientific method based on empirical studies of scientists at 
work rather than on the basis of idealised conceptions. They have a premise that 
scientific knowledge is produced historically and collectively, and that even scientific 
methods are situated social actions. Thus, while textbooks provide a core curriculum 
of sociology, this core is both a social and commercial construct and more importantly, 
this construction is not illusory but a material production of standard disciplinary 
practices.
The content of disciplinary history has transcended the narrow realm of social theories 
and expanded to some relatively neglected areas. The use of textbooks in different 
periods and between countries, the use and development of research methods, and the 
institutional establishment and change of sociology, are matters that open up a 
question concerning the method applied to generate the historical accounts in these 
areas. It is noteworthy that in comparison with the mere history of social theories, the 
history of textbooks, research methods, and institutional change are more applicable 
for empirical observation and analysis.
Attention should be paid to the organisational or institutional analyses of sociology in 
history. These methods contain a dilemma for non-Westerners in understanding the 
history of sociology. The more disciplinary history is understood institutionally in 
terms of the European and North American contexts, the stronger the sense of 
irrelevance of such history to the non-Western context. Notably, Platt’s and Turner’s
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studies both have a geographical prefix (BSA and American sociology) to confine the 
sociology they have examined. Sociologies within non-Western contexts should have 
their own experiences and trajectories in developing sociology organisationally and 
institutionally. Platfs and Turner’s studies represent a role example for non- 
Westemers to follow to analyse sociologically their own disciplines.
2.3 Tracing and restoring practice
This section will discuss the method of observing the practice of sociology. The 
aforementioned historical accounts of disciplinary history can be seen as a record of 
the practice of sociology in different regions and periods. Nonetheless, there are more 
specific studies which examine sociology in process.
I begin with a discussion of how to observe the practice of sociology, which is also a 
further discussion of the historical account of disciplinary history, and indicate a 
further way in which the practice of sociology in process could be examined 
empirically. I then focus on the practice of Chinese sociology by proposing a research 
design to restore the study of practice in history.
2.3.1 Tracing sociology in process
In the previous section, I defined the practice of sociology in terms of dynamics, 
which implies the status of sociology in process. Undoubtedly, sociology is not static. 
The fluctuation of sociology can be reflected in the preference of theories and 
methods, the institutional shaping and change, and these all can be included in a 
disciplinary history. The classification of past theories to some extent represents only 
a static description of sociological knowledge, which implies the way and the form in 
which the knowledge was stored. As noted above, historical significance and 
dynamics are weak in these classifications. The authentic history or historical reality 
as suggested by Merton should include:
Complex filiation of sociological ideas, the ways in which they developed, the 
connections of theory with the changing social origins and subsequent social statuses
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of its exponents, the interaction of theory with the changing social organisation of 
sociology, the diffusion of theory from centers of sociological thought and its 
modification in the course of diffusion, and the ways in which it was influenced by 
changes in the environing culture and social structure...in short, make for a 
sociological history of sociological theory. (Merton, 1967, p.2)
To attain or get close to Merton’s historical dynamics, Connell’s (1997) genealogical 
deconstruction of ‘classical theory’ represents a good example to reveal the historical 
dynamics of sociology. The creation of ‘classical sociology’ was mainly an output of 
the United States. The process of creation suppressed some important issues such as 
gender, sexuality, and race relations to the margins of sociology. Connell proposes a 
better history to replace ‘classical theory’. Sociology should not be introduced by the 
story of great men but ‘as a practice shaped by the social relations that made it 
possible’ (1997, p. 1546). Moreover, Francois Gusset’s (2008) study of French theory 
in America could also be regarded as a successful example. He demonstrates that the 
invention of ‘French theory’ was mainly due to a collective production of American 
academics in the 1970s. French scholars such as Foucault provided the symbolic 
capital for Americans who, at the same time, welcomed the tendency of 
countercultural forces. However, French theorists like Foucault in their own country, 
were relatively disparate rather than receiving an enthusiastic welcome as in America. 
Foucault, and other French theorists, has become a world phenomenon. What we can 
learn from Cusset’s demonstration is the significant role American social science has 
played to forge such an intellectual phenomenon. Another successful example is 
David Sutherland’s (1974) study of the intellectual emigration in American sociology. 
Sutherland suggests that this is a forgotten episode in the history of American 
sociology. Refugee scholars fi*om Germany to America played crucial and 
constructive roles in shaping American sociology. He considers this event as a cross­
social transference of theoretical structures.
The three instances mentioned by no means exhaust the studies which are qualified to 
reveal the historical dynamics or the process of sociology. The American forged 
‘classical theory’, French theory in America, and German sociologists exiled to 
America, reflect the transnational interaction of sociology. To some extent, they imply 
the complex process in which sociology was collectively and internationally forged.
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In addition to historically interpreting past theories, methods, and organisations, there 
is an area in which the practice of sociology could be empirically examined. How do 
sociologists conduct their research? Sociologists themselves could be treated as the 
researched or informants to reveal the authentic process of producing sociological 
knowledge. Jennifer Platt’s (1976) study of the reality of social research in British 
sociology is an instance. Platt applied standard sociological research methods to 
construct her study; typical methods including qualitative case studies, were applied 
to reveal the reality of doing social research in the British sociology community.
Platt regards her study as an attempt to fill the gap between two intellectual traditions 
in the sociology of sociology. One of the traditions is empiricist which aims to 
measure the productivity of sociology departments. Another tradition is the sociology 
of knowledge at the macroscopic level, even though more significant problems are 
discussed but the empirical ground is weak. And therefore, ‘a detailed empirical 
investigation of the nature of the process of doing social research, its causes and its 
consequences’ became Platt’s goal. Starting from publishing a notice in the British 
journal Sociology in 1971 to recruit informants to provide accounts of their 
experiences during research, through to interviewing some researchers, Platt finally 
could draw a picture filled with vivid empirical data to depict the process of doing 
research within British sociology.
The subtitle of Platt’s work is ‘realities of social research’. The ethnographic account 
of research, using unstructured interviews, plays the role of revealing the realities in 
British sociology. The revealed realities include the grants system, university life, 
team organisation, etc. Methodologically, Platt’s later research, such as the history of 
methods and of the BSA, to some extent can be seen as a continuation of her previous 
work, which has earned her a considerable reputation in offering empirically 
grounded studies of disciplinary history.
Nonetheless, the interview method requires the informants to recall their life 
experience in certain events or at a certain moment. Can sociologists be observed 
when they are at work in the same way that anthropologists observe their subjects in 
the field? Bruno Latour’s and Steve Woolgar’s (1986) influential and provocative 
study of biological science presents a reference concerning the possibility of
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undertaking anthropological observation of scientific activities in the laboratory. 
Latour and Woolgar reject the separation between ‘social’ and ‘technical’ factors 
which are regularly discussed in traditional sociological study of sciences. And place 
their emphasis on the scientific activity of researchers based in one particular 
laboratory. The use of ‘technical’ conceptions by scientists is regarded as a 
phenomenon to be explained, rather than as an obstacle for the observers as outsiders 
to misunderstand science. Their in-situ anthropological study of science leads to the 
conclusion that facts in natural science are made socially.
Even though sociologists earn their reputation by treating society as the laboratory in 
which to research, Latour and Woolgar’s anthropological approach to observing the 
scientific research in process is confined to individual researchers, or a few 
researchers in one project. It is impossible to undertake in-situ observations as well as 
Latour and Woolgar did within a laboratory where the practice of national sociology is 
the intended focus.
In this section, I reviewed some studies which reveal the process of sociology and 
science. Approaches applied to tracing the process include: deconstructing the 
transnational interaction of sociology in history, revealing the realities of social 
research by interview and case study and observing the laboratory life of researchers 
directly. Undoubtedly, there are diversified methods in chasing sociology in process. 
Historically, anthropologically, and sociologically, no method could claim its privilege 
over others in pursing the dynamics of sociology in process. Each method is 
characterised by the thematic emphasises and materials which are handled by the 
researcher. With a challenging research topic on hand, I have learned a great deal from 
the previous studies.
2.3.2 Unpacking the practice of Chinese sociologv
This research is a historical analysis of Chinese sociology from 1903 to 1952; the 
duration covers the birth and the demise of Chinese sociology. Previously I have 
defined two kinds of sociological practice in this new context\ The first practice is
See Introduction.
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the translation and introduction of sociology from foreign countries and languages to 
China. However, rather than merely introducing foreign sociological knowledge, the 
second practice has more relevance to the Chinese context: that is, the application of 
sociological knowledge and techniques to study Chinese society.
The first practice refers to a diffusion of sociological knowledge through the medium 
of translation and introduction; importing country, exporting country, and the 
sociological products should be included in tracing the process. In this practice, 
theorists and theories constitute the major products. They did directly study or analyse 
Chinese society, their work was only presented as isolated sociological knowledge. 
They constitute the major content in introductory sociology textbooks.
In contrast, the second practice refers to the mixture and entanglement between the 
imported sociological knowledge and the local context. Sociology, the exogenous 
discipline, originated in Europe also was put into practice in China. It is not an 
isolated knowledge product in a sealed can with a label of ‘Western sociology’ 
positioned in the Chinese dock. It is unboxed and has real effect in the exotic soil.
This study traces the second practice of Chinese sociology. However, before 
introducing how I would restore the visibility of practice in history, it is necessary to 
clarify what this study aims not to do. Firstly, this study does not aim to build a 
systematic classification concerning which sociological theories in succession have 
been introduced to China. Secondly, the object of study of this research is Chinese 
sociology in history. But it does not aim to write a story in the form of a disciplinary 
history. Neither introducing the history of institutionalisation of Chinese sociology, 
nor the fluctuation of sociological textbooks in China, are the aims of this study.
In order to trace the practice of Chinese sociology in history, I specifically draw 
attention to Heilbron’s (1995) study of the rise of social theory in France and Savage’s 
(2010) study of the use of research methods in Britain and its social significance. 
Heilbron in his study distinguishes two approaches to the historical study of sociology. 
The most common method which relies on comparing and interpreting texts is an 
internal approach. The external approach places the focus on understanding the 
context in which the text has been produced. The social position and context of the
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author become important factors to be explained. However, both approaches are 
reductionist simplifications of a complicated problem (1995, p. 10). The internal 
approach reduced sociology to a non-social sphere of texts and ideas, and the external 
approach to extra-intellectual factors and structures. Heilbron therefore proposes a 
new approach developed from Bourdieu’s field analysis, which has a theoretical task 
to transcend the dichotomy between the two approaches. Unpacking the relationship 
between social theories and intellectual regimes thus becomes Heilbron’s aim.
Heilbron found French social theories a ‘ground’, the intellectual regimes to hold and 
examine. This ground is built to avoid the mere discussion of ideas and concepts. 
What is the ‘ground’ for Chinese scholars to undertake their practice? As with the rise 
of French sociology, which is socially situated in the French context, Chinese 
sociology, her growth, development and indeed demise are embedded in the Chinese 
context - Chinese soil.
It is notable that Heiblron’s study is a story about social theory. Unlike French 
sociology, which is renowned for its output of theories, most social theories were 
translated and introduced to China. They emerged as isolated sociological knowledge 
in textbooks rather than being applied to interpreting Chinese society\ Nevertheless, 
the most far reaching theory that has been discussed in China since the 1920s is 
Marxism. Before Marxism dominated the national ideology in the 1950s, applying 
sociological methods and techniques to study Chinese society was the most salient 
feature of Chinese sociology. But here is the question - what can the focus on research 
methods tell us?
Platt’s study of methods in America is a remarkable work which records a relatively 
neglected area of disciplinary history. Sociological or anthropological study of how 
social research could be undertaken definitely will enrich the self-understanding of 
sociologists. Savage’s study of research methods in historical Britain demonstrates a 
fascinating example. Research methods are regarded by him not as activities 
constrained in the laboratory, university or any other institutional settings, rather they
^We might take the geographical implications of social theories into consideration. This will lead to the 
debate concerning the tension between universality and particularity in social theories. Furthermore, in 
the 1920s, native scholars paid attention to the relevance of foreign sociology to the Chinese context, 
and this led to the consciousness of self-study of Chinese society.
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are treated as historical traces, the footprint left behind by social scientists, which 
could be explored and re-interpreted to reflect the soeial change of Britain.
Savage’s study is attractive for me. However, I will not merely choose Chinese 
learning and practising of sociological methods as the only theme of this study. Unlike 
the British experience, where the rise of the social survey could be interpreted as the 
rise of a new elass as a consequence of the industrial revolution, soeiology is a totally 
exogenous discipline imported from outside. The importation o f sociology to China 
includes not only theories and methods, but also the object o f sociology, namely 
society. That is why when Spencer’s work was initially translated, and the Chinese 
translator Yan Fu strove to find a Chinese equivalent for the English word ‘society’ 
(Chapter 4 will discuss this). Interpreting the Chinese translation of society for 
bridging the gap and reducing the distance between China and Britain became the first 
intellectual mission for scholars such as Yan Fu to accomplish. The interpretation here 
implies a task to make an exogenous sociology relevant to local China. Chinese 
society, then, has a double meaning. On the one hand, it refers to the object of study 
for the sociologists to follow and explore, to offer theoretical interpretations and 
undertake empirical inquires. On the other hand, rather than as a pure academic term, 
it refers to the external, broad social setting - Chinese soil\ The Chinese soil is the 
field and ground in which Chinese sociologists undertake and unfold their practices. 
In addition, Chinese soil here has spatial and temporal signifieance.
The practice of soeiology in China from 1903 to 1952 in this study is structured in 
three stages and there are two reasons for determining this. Firstly, by considering the 
approaches and outcomes of practising sociology, each stage has its typical 
characteristics as trademark to separate it from the others; and secondly, by 
considering the social change of China from 1903 to 1952 when three political 
regimes alternated in sueeession. From the demise of the last empire Qing Dynasty in 
1911, to the collapse of the first republican regime in 1949, to the rise of a communist
'Bourdieu’s ‘field’ has been further developed by Heilbron for his study of French sociology. Heilbron 
distinguishes three ‘regimes’ in which French sociology was embedded and unpacked. They are the 
intellectual, the social, and the international regime. Some developments of the intellectual regime in 
terms of Heilbron include salon, autonomous and secularised learned societies and universities. They 
are the spatial and temporal regimes in which French sociology was intimately connected. Because the 
intimate relationship between sociology and intellectual regime in the French context is not available in 
China, my study therefore focuses on the broad social settings rather than on institutional settings.
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China after 1949, the trajectory of Chinese sociology is embedded in the uneven 
development of Chinese history. The practice of sociology varied under different 
social settings.
The first stage is fi*om the 1900s to the 1910s when Sociology was firstly introduced 
to China. During this period, there was a moralistic understanding achieved by 
applying Chinese traditional intellectual resources to interpret foreign sociological 
concepts - society.
The second stage is from the 1910s to the 1940s. Sociological textbooks were 
extensively imported and empirical sociological researches were undertaken. The 
social survey and community studies were the two most salient methods applied to the 
Chinese context. The empirical study of Chinese society was an utterly different 
practice fi’om the first stage, which relied much on Chinese traditional knowledge.
The third stage is fi'om the late 1940s to the 1950s. The rise of Marxism was 
eventually officially established as the dominant national ideology. Inasmuch as 
Chinese sociology was politically interpreted as a bourgeois discipline, Chinese 
sociologists had to re-interpret the origin and function of sociology in order to secure 
its survival in China. Nonetheless, in history, their self-adaptation ended in failure.
In the historical context, before the 1950s, different imported theories and methods 
were applied to offer interpretations of Chinese society. Translating and introducing 
sociological knowledge to China were definitely important in history. However, sinee 
the 1910s, the rise of studying Chinese society empirically by applying sociological 
methods represented a fundamentally new practice. Tracing this practice of 
undertaking sociological methods to the Chinese soil will be an important element of 
this study.
I suggest that three interpretations of Chinese society were offered throughout the 
three stages. They are the outcomes of practising sociological knowledge and methods 
to study Chinese society. Figure 2.1 demonstrates the three interpretations. In history, 
the relationship of these interpretations was not harmonious but was always in tension. 
Within the three interpretations, as the history indicates, Marxist interpretation finally
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won the competition.
Marxist interpretation
Moralistic
interpretation
C h in e s e  S o c ie ty
Sociological
interpretation
Figure 2.1 Chinese interpretations of society 
2.4 Conclusion
In this chapter, I have discussed some approaches to revisiting the disciplinary past. 
One common approach is to build a classified system of theories or theorists. As this 
presents a static image of the history of sociology, some alternatives have been 
developed to overcome this approach. Theories are not merely seen as texts; rather, 
the intellectual, institutional and even social settings in which sociological concepts 
and theories historically developed and fluctuated are taken into account. Moreover, 
there is another approach which is more empirically grounded than the theoretically 
centred one. The characteristics of such studies include histories of research methods, 
sociological associations and textbooks.
Furthermore, in approaching the disciplinary past, the focus on developments in 
sociological knowledge including theories, research methods, textbooks, associations, 
and even concepts, should not be limited to pure textual or conceptual considerations. 
The broad settings - social, political, and institutional settings - in which sociological 
knowledge is produced and developed should be considered. The practice or process
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of sociology has been increasingly discussed by scholars. The fluctuation of sociology 
is not simply understood from the changing preference of theories and methods, but 
institutional and social settings are examined to reveal the fluctuation in process. 
Furthermore, in methodology, typical sociological methods such as interviews and 
anthropological observations can be applied to examining the practice of sociology in 
research institutions or fields.
1 then developed my approach to trace the historical practice of Chinese sociology. 
Rather than purely offering a technical account of sociology, 1 benefited a lot fi’om 
these studies which approached the disciplinary past empirically and found sociology 
an institutional or social ground to study. 1 found a social ground - Chinese soil - to 
unpack the practice of sociology in China. In history, it provided a field and ground 
for Chinese sociologists to practice sociological methods and techniques in the name 
of studying Chinese society.
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Chapter 3 Materials and Methods
3.1 Introduction
This chapter outlines the method of this research. It includes details of how 1 collected 
and analysed empirical data. Before introducing the method employed in this study, 1 
would like to discuss the applicability of the interview for this research. Because there 
is no possibility to conduct in-situ an anthropological observation of how Chinese 
scholars work in the field, as a typical sociological method for the self-study of 
sociology, interviewing native scholars concerning how they practiced sociology in 
the past appears to be the most applicable method. However, 1 will demonstrate the 
limitation of this method by pointing out the particular social setting of China. 
Secondly, because the interview is not suitable to this research, 1 discuss the 
sociological materials as data which are available for generating a disciplinary history 
and tracing the practice of sociology. In addition, an introduction to documentary 
analysis as a method with diverse orientations in sociology will be provided, followed 
by a detailed elaboration of how this project traces the practice of Chinese sociology.
3.2 The problematic interview
In the previous chapter, 1 discussed some approaches to tracing the sociology in 
process and in the past. However, in a historical project, it is difficult and even 
impossible to duplicate the studies of Platt, Latour and Woolgar which relied on 
interviewing or in-situ observing for obtaining empirical data. The difficulties are not 
only due to the fact that most of the Chinese sociologists covered in this study have 
passed away, but also to the particularity of the Chinese context which must be taken 
into account. The trajectory of Chinese sociology is uneven, fi-om its birth to 
temporary discontinuation, and then to its restoration. Interviewing Chinese 
sociologists is highly contextualised under different political climates. In the 1970s, 
Gene Cooper (1973) had a chance to interview some ‘former’ Chinese sociologists 
and anthropologists. One Chinese scholar claimed that there is no need to read his 
books anymore, and that knowledge should be applied to serve the people rather than 
imperialism. Criticising the bourgeois anthropology they have learned in the past
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should be an adopted attitude. At last, the interviewed refused to accept the title of 
anthropologist. ‘We can only accept it as a title of the past. We are the ones who have 
studied anthropology’ (1973, p.482). In the 1980s, when the political climate had 
changed, Chinese sociology and anthropology began to be restored, it is imaginable 
that the response of Chinese scholars would have been different. Undoubtedly, China 
today is more open and freer than in the past, and one may raise the question that, in a 
more open atmosphere, Chinese sociologists as informants should be freer to speak 
out about their past experiences. However, it would be a challenging task to ask your 
informant to recall what had happened sixty years ago. More importantly, there are 
some inevitable questions to be taken into consideration - if Chinese scholars have 
been liberated from the historical chain, and their ability to speak about the past is due 
to the contemporary free climate, is the contemporary climate an objective and 
transparent mirror for them to reflect the past? More technically, will the surviving 
scholars hide or decorate their previous ‘fallacies’ in keeping with the fashion of the 
contemporary theoretical or methodological requirements sixty years later ^ 7
Among the difficulties, the most insoluble one is that most of the Chinese 
practitioners from the 1910s to the 1950s have passed away. A second one is that 
interviewing Chinese sociologists has many uncertainties. Their responses could 
reflect the dynamic relationships between Chinese sociology and the changeable 
political climate. In addition, they may ‘legitimate’ their previous studies by taking 
the present methodological standard into consideration. In order to avoid the 
uncertainties that might be generated from interviewing, rather than directly regarding 
Chinese sociologists as the informant, this study will be more focused on the 
historical materials from that time when sociological practices were undertaken.
’ In chapter 7, an instance of a controversy is presented, in which a Chinese sociologist self-defends his 
controversial work forty years ago by arguing that even though his monograph was written in the form 
of a novel, he had undertaken intensive fieldwork for this study. And still in this chapter, there is 
another case in which the difficulty experienced by the observer in the field was the lack of trust from 
the local people. However, in the 1980s, the lack of trust was ‘forgotten’; the observer said that his 
fieldwork was smoothly and successfully conducted due to the trust and equal relationship between the 
observer and the locals, and this has been interpreted as an advantage of Chinese socialism which is 
lack in capitalist societies.
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3.3 The sociological materials
Both interview and in-situ observation are inapplicable to this study. This section will 
discuss what materials are helpful to trace the historical practice of sociology. The 
concern of this study, tracing the practice of Chinese sociologists, is also a process of 
tracing their activities in the past. As it is impossible for me to become an observer in 
the situation, there is an inevitable question which requires my answer - what should 
the tracing rely on?
One direct answer to the question above is historical data, the major form of which is 
textual documents. And the records passed down by sociologists constitute major 
sociological materials. However, the use of historical data in this research requires 
further consideration. There are diversified orientations of studies which treat the 
textual documents differently. In addition to sorting out the past theories or textbooks 
in order to arrange the sociological knowledge systematically or conducting more in 
depth theoretical interpretation of the discipline in history, textual documents build a 
substantive bridge for us to access to the disciplinary past.
In social research, secondary analysis is a well developed method which relies on 
resources from the past. It refers to a typical and widely used method to reanalyse 
existing datasets. Even though collecting new data is not required in this reanalysis, 
such study can still be original. As posited by Catherine Hakim (1982) in her book 
which offers a guide and examples of undertaking secondary analysis, original 
research can often be done with ‘old’ data. Hakim introduces six kinds of quantitative 
social data which could be further analysed. They are: censuses, continuous and 
regular surveys, ad hoc surveys, cohort studies, datasets derived from administrative, 
public records, and multi-source datasets.
Hakim’s secondary analysis is confined to a quantitative approach and it is 
problematic whether such an approach could be applied to historical studies of 
sociology. The question here is twofold. Firstly, it goes back to the previous question - 
whether the historical study of sociology should be conducted systematically in terms 
of qualitative and quantitative methods? And secondly, how can we regard the
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historical materials or sources left behind by sociologists?
The second question is a bit tricky. In social research, documentary data in different 
forms, including quantitative data such as censuses and surveys, has been extensively 
used by sociologists. Private and public documents ranging from shopping lists to 
administrative reports are arranged for further sociological research. Even though the 
historical materials or resources of sociologists are mostly in form of textual 
documents, the textual documents here have diverse implications.
Textual documents such as monographs, letters, biographies and autobiographies are 
all able to be applied to generate disciplinary stories. In order to reveal the ongoing 
process of sociology, we return to Merton’s argument on following the authentic 
history. Completing this task by merely relying on ‘great books’ written by ‘great men’ 
is insufficient.
Typically, the scientific paper or monograph presents an immaculate appearance which 
reproduces little or nothing of the intuitive leaps, false starts, mistakes, loose ends, and 
happy accidents that actually cluttered up the inquiry. The public record of science 
therefore fails to provide many of the source materials needed to reconstruct the actual 
course of scientific developments. (Merton, 1967, p.4)
Thus, Merton proposes that more records should be included to reveal the history on 
process. Different kinds of source materials are examined which include: scientific 
notebooks and journals, correspondence, autobiographies and biographies. In social 
research, chronicles are proposed to record ‘intellectual and social influences, ehance 
encounters with data and ideas, errors, oversights, departures from the original design 
of inquiry’ (Merton, 1967, p.7).
According to Merton, both in theories and inquiries, publications which have 
‘immaculate appearance’ could not truly reflect the ongoing process of sociology. 
They omit some information which would not be recorded in the final document as an 
outcome of sociological study. However, it can be seen that the records for self- 
understanding sociology are expanding. In the previously mentioned cases, Heilbron 
(1995) resists the purely historical account of sociology based on interpreting texts.
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French sociology in relation to intellectual regimes is his concern. But it is impossible 
to set aside the texts which are the fruits of past scholars and are in form of textual 
documents. What Heilbron has done is to reconsider them by taking into account the 
historical context - the transition of intellectual regimes in which the texts were 
produced. In another case, Lepenies (1988) addresses the prehistory of sociology 
which was an arena in tension as humanistic and scientific orientated scholars 
competed with each other. In addition to monographs, letters and biographies are 
important resources for Lepenies to tell the story.
In areas such as research methods and sociological organisations, Platt examines 
diverse documents for generating her histories. Materials from published works such 
as textbooks to unofficial archives such as teaching and department documentation, 
are all regarded as empirical data for further interpretation. The sources of social 
research are more extensively arranged and explored by Mike Savage. They are not 
only historical evidence of the previous studies, but also the historical evidence of the 
social change. In this sense, on the one hand, such resources are eligible for 
generating a history of methods in Platt’s terms, while on the other hand, such 
resources are seen to have the power to reflect historical change and even national 
identities. As suggested by Savage:
The social science apparatus has itself become an important feature in the intensification 
of the mundane practices of contemporary life. (Savage, 2010, p.x)
Undoubtedly, Savage presents a more complicated study in comparison with those 
studies which are merely focused on offering disciplinary historical stories. Savage’s 
study traces back to where the social research in history was conducted, and British 
society and its changes, therefore, could be revealed from tracing the footnotes left 
behind by former researchers. Rather than returning to find answers from great 
theorists and their theoretical frameworks, empirical inquiries in history provide an 
accessible route to the past. In this sense, a socially situated and empirically grounded 
history of methods is presented, which transcends a history confined to intellectual or 
organisational settings.
Moreover, besides seeing them purely as raw data for secondary analysis or socially
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situated historical ‘relics’, a more philosophical understanding can be found from 
Dorothy Smith’s (1974) argument which proposed the ontological position of 
documents as a kind of social reality. She argued that documents to a large extent are 
the mediation of our knowledge of contemporary society. The term ‘documentary 
reality’ has been coined by Smith to demonstrate the form of practice of society in 
governing, managing and administration. Smith holds a constructivist perspective on 
documents. Because the ‘ruling class’ dominated the production of documentary 
reality, empirical study of the social construction of this reality could help in revealing 
the ideological presuppositions of social sciences. Lindsay Prior (2008) proposed a 
more provocative use of documents in social research. Taking a cue from Latour’s 
Actor Network Theory (ANT), Prior argued that documents could be seen as active 
agents in the world, the functioning of documents rather than the content should be 
the main focus. Thus, documents are not things over there, but are part of a dynamic 
through networks could be revealed.
In this section I discussed textual documents as the major sociological materials for 
this study to access the disciplinary past. Moreover, in order to trace the process of 
sociological studies, I cited Merton’s critics to the public record of science which 
failed to reflect the authentic process. Following this argument, we should pay special 
attention to some additional documents such as freldnotes, letters, diaries, and 
biographies. They contain rich information for us to get close to the historical 
authenticity in terms of Merton. In addition, rather than treating sociological 
materials positivistically as secondary analysis does, these materials ontologically 
could be regarded as a social reality; they are the historical evidence, reflecting the 
social and historical context in which they were produced. In this thesis, tracing the 
practice of Chinese sociology relies on the textual documents left behind by Chinese 
scholars. Before discussing how I analyse the materials, the next section offers a brief 
review of the method of documentary analysis in sociology.
3.4 Documentary analysis as a method
Documentary analysis is a frequently used method in sociology. John Scott (2006) 
notes that even though documentary analysis has increasingly become a typical
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method in social sciences, in comparison with other methods such as questionnaires 
and observation, the use of documents is paid little attention in standard textbooks. 
Scott points out that this is in striking contrast to actual research practice, where the 
use of documents is one of the principal forms of social research. Methodologically, 
Scott (1990) distinguishes two modes of access to evidence and data in social research. 
Firstly, he holds a structural understanding of the aim of social research. Research is 
understood by Scott as a way to describe and explain the actions of agents and 
structures as a result of the actions. Then two ways of pursuing the actions are 
distinguished. On the one hand, proximate or direct access: the observer and the 
observed are co-present in the same spatio-temporal location. Behaviours of the 
observed could be recorded via diversified forms. On the other hand, mediate or 
indirect access: the observer and the observed are not co-present. Therefore, past 
behaviours could only be traced through indirect materials produced by people in the 
past. This study, which traces the historical practice of sociology, belongs to the 
second approach in terms of the relationship between the observer and the observed.
Jennifer Platt (2006) makes the same argument that in sociological method, 
documentary research is not a clear-cut and well-recognised category in contrast to 
participant observation or survey research. She then lists five areas within sociology 
which rely on documentary sources: (1) quantitative content analysis; (2) historical 
study; (3) sociology of literature; (4) linguistic and ethnomethodological; and (5) 
‘personal documents’.
Content analysis might be the most frequently applied method in consideration of the 
use of documentary sources. It refers to a method that has rigorous criteria which 
counts the frequency of certain items within the material texts. There is however an 
imbalance between frequency and significance within such study. As argued by Scott 
(1990), frequency is not the same as significance, and it is a necessity for researchers 
to further justify ‘why a frequency measure of significance is appropriate’ (1990, 
p.32). Scott then proposes that a non-quantitative approach such as a qualitative 
synthesis might be considered to remedy the insufficiency of counting the isolated 
frequency.
This study does not have the aim to undertake a quantitative content analysis of the
73
historical resources left behind by Chinese sociologists which are in the form of 
documents. It is of little interest for me to count how many times a certain idea 
appears in a Chinese academic journal. A more suitable name within Platt’s categories 
might be historical study. The object of historical study refers to Chinese sociology. In 
this sense, this study implies a meta-study of sociology. However, unlike ordinary 
meta-studies which would focus their attention on philosophical and theoretical issues, 
this project takes the form of an empirically grounded study of Chinese sociology in 
history.
Sociological resources as historical materials for this research are not regarded as 
qualitative or quantitative resources for further sociological interpretations. They are 
documents treated as historical ‘relics’ of the Chinese practitioners in the past, which 
have provided an accessible route for me to revisit the history and the field in which 
Chinese sociology of that time was practised. My restoration of the practice of 
Chinese sociology relies on the route paved by these historical relics. Unlike Heilbron 
(1995) who considers French sociology in relation to the intellectual regimes in 
transition, this study will take into account the place in which these historical relics 
were made. Chinese social settings are the field with spatial and temporal features. 
Within this field, Chinese practitioners could use their sociological knowledge to 
produce Chinese made knowledge about their own society.
3.5 Tracing the practice o f Chinese sociology
This section introduces how I collected and analysed the documents. Firstly I 
introduce the situation of sociological materials produced before the 1950s in current 
China. The imperfect availability of documents on the one hand reflects the Chinese 
reality; on the other hand it requires further methodological considerations. As a 
general question in historical studies I reviewed Goldthorpe’s discussion regarding the 
use of evidence between history and sociology. More importantly, in order to trace the 
practice, documents in diversified forms will be considered for unpacking their 
practices in history. Academic published monographs and journal articles are two 
major sources. Fieldnotes, conference reports, official newspapers and statistics, 
biographies and Chinese dictionaries have also been collected as sources for this study.
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It is notable that there are thirty absent years of Chinese sociology before its re­
establishment in the late 1970s. Archival documents are not well preserved in China. 
This situation to some extent reflects the uneven historical process of Chinese society 
in the twentieth century. Most of the historical sources used have been collected fi*om 
the National Library of China. The online library (http://www.nlc.gov.cn) has opened 
publications prior to 1949 to the public, including journals, government documents 
and books. Some precious works which are not available online were directly 
extracted from the library in Beijing by myself.
I went to the library twice between 2011 and 2012. As the largest library in China, it is 
located in the West of Beijing. My first visit to the library was in the early stages of 
my research, and the purpose was to explore the documents that were available with 
an open mind. It was a fascinating experience when I had the documents on hand. 
They were worn and dusty because of age. As a finit produced in history by native 
scholars through arduous work, these documents were indispensable, and perhaps the 
only mediation that could provide access to the history of Chinese sociology. It is 
notable that the quality of publication reflects social unrest before the 1950s. Even 
though the Sino-Japanese war as a part of the World War II had a negative impact on 
Chinese academy, in a severe situation, Chinese scholars did not stop their academic 
activities. However, literatures published in the late 1930s and mid-1940s were of 
poor quality. Papers and printing became scarce in inner China, a remote region which 
had not been occupied by Japanese military. I was troubled by the poor quality when 
trying to identify the Chinese characters on some dark, coarse and fragile papers. I 
had to slow my reading to catch the meaning. The resources I accessed on my first 
visit enabled me to compile a catalogue of sociological and relevant journals from the 
1920s to the 1940s. This catalogue provided the basis for my subsequent research.
My second visit to the library was in the mid stage with a clear purpose: the 
framework of my research was now more focused. More specifically, I paid attention 
to some documents which were relevant to field experiences and social surveys. In 
addition to using the information that I collected on my first visit, I also drew upon 
sociological monographs from the first part of the 20thCentury that have subsequently 
received comparatively little attention. In particular, Li Jinghan’s (1927) work titled 
The Movement o f Social Surveys in China and Sun Benwen’s (1948a) Contemporary
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Chinese Sociology, which contain a list of social surveys conducted in China, 
provided a helpful map for me to collect empirical data. However, there is no 
organisation in China that could provide the raw materials or archival resources of 
social surveys in history. And thus, information about social surveys was mainly 
available through published reports in journals or monographs. This situation is 
exemplified by Li Jinghan’s (1933) The Survey o f Ding County, the most successful 
work which is also a milestone of Chinese social surveys. Raw materials and relevant 
achieves, including unpublished documents of this survey were all lost or destroyed in 
the 1960s. Nonetheless, it is fortunate that besides these published reports, there are 
some literatures which contain field experiences. Considering the impossibility of 
interviewing native scholars, the significance of these field experiences for this 
research is without doubt. Moreover, I focused on some relatively neglected textbooks 
or introductory books, which contain rich information about practical strategies 
developed from the Chinese context. These strategies generated from the actual 
fieldwork are important data for this research to analyse the practice of sociology.
In contrast to social surveys, community studies, which constitute a substantial 
chapter of this research, represent another situation. A group of native scholars 
published their works in English before it was translated into Chinese. The situation 
here is better than social surveys. I collected all the English and Chinese versions of 
community studies research for further analysis. I found that the English version 
omitted any details of the fieldwork, whereas the Chinese version has some narratives 
about field experience. Moreover, some scholars had written relatively detailed field 
notes. These field records provided a major source of empirical data and enabled me 
to trace the practice of community studies in the Chinese field.
However, we should admit that the quality of evidence is a problem for any historical 
studies. Goldthorpe (1990) distinguished between the use of evidence in sociology 
and history. The path for historians to the past relies on finite and incomplete 
historical relics. Relics, apart from natural remains such as bones or artefacts, are 
documents in written form which constitute the source of our knowledge about the 
past. However, not all the relics are intact and therefore our knowledge based on these 
finite relics is limited. We could not access the past with any certainty because of the 
evidence upon which historians relied. As for sociologists, the wide difference
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between history and sociology according to Goldthorpe is that sociologists rely on 
relics too, but they could generate evidence from their fieldwork. Evidence is not 
discovered as an archaeological discovery, but is invented in the present by 
sociologists. This generation of evidence is regarded by Goldthorpe as the empirical 
foundation of modem sociology. Due to the different nature of evidence, Goldthorpe 
applied a metaphor to describe the different tasks of sociologists and historians. 
Evidence for sociologists is ‘tailor made’. There is no limitation of the raw materials 
in comparison with the situation faced by historians. As for historians, they are the 
tailors too; but they can only cut their coats according to their cloth.
Moreover, Goldthorpe (1994) criticised the use of evidence in grand historical 
sociology. The empirical foundation for such studies is not substantive but insecure. 
Goldthorpe suggested that practitioners in grand historical sociology could improve 
their credibility by acknowledging the methodological practices which work with 
primary sources in seeking to understand the limits of historical knowledge. For this 
research, the sociological materials I collected for further analysis are primary sources. 
They were produced by Chinese sociologists in history, and represent the outcomes of 
the sociological practice. The history of Chinese sociology is understood from the 
practice of sociological techniques which were applied to studying Chinese society. 
Goldthorpe’s metaphor is applicable for this research, but the situation is more 
complex as this research is a combination of historical and sociological studies. In 
order to cut my own coat for this study, I have to use the relics left behind by Chinese 
practitioners to trace their practice. At the same time, I have to ‘invent’ new materials 
for completing this tailor’s job.
A question raised here is how this study could trace the practice of sociology before 
the 1950s from the not well preserved archival documents. In the previous chapter, I 
outlined three stages of sociological practice. Even though the practice in history is 
collective rather than individual, there are some forerunners who played essential 
roles in sociological studies. Documents about forerunners such as Yan Fu and Fei 
Xiaotong are relatively intact. This research will not neglect them. Yan Fu’s 
translation of Spencer’s work became a breakthrough to introduce British sociology to 
China. Fei Xiaotong’s community studies were praised by Malinowski to represent a 
Chinese school of sociology. Even in the English world, Schwartz’s (1990) In Search
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o f Wealth and Power: Yan Fu and the West and Arkush’s (1981) Fei Xiaotong and 
Sociology in Revolutionary China, two monographic studies, together provide a path 
for foreign readers to understand Chinese sociology. Actually, the two separately 
represent two key examples of sociological practice. Yan Fu’s translation of ‘society’ 
refers to the first stage of sociological practice which interprets foreign sociological 
concept by mobilising traditional intellectual resources. Fei Xiaotong and his 
community studies refer to the empirical study of Chinese society by applying 
sociological method, which is widely different from Yan Fu’s interpretative approach. 
However, this research will not unfold as a biographical study focusing on a tiny 
Chinese elite. Tracing and unpacking the sociological practice constitutes the central 
thread of this research. As noted above, Merton proposed that revealing the real 
history of sociology should not merely rely on ‘great books’ by ‘great men’. 
Revealing the process of sociology should draw attention to some materials such as 
personal and informal data. In this study, besides focusing on the formal published 
academic works as outcome of sociological practice, I draw special attention to some 
‘by-products’ such as fieldnotes and biographies. They were either produced in the 
field or recorded the situation when sociologists were at work. These by-products are 
of great importance to trace the practice of sociology.
More importantly, sociological studies in China are not in a vacuum. As proposed in 
the previous chapter, the practice traced in this thesis will take into consideration its 
relationship and interaction with Chinese soil. This research is inspired by Savage’s 
(2010) approach, which is known as ‘the politics of method’. The encounters between 
researchers and the researched in different times and places tell us a lot about what 
can and cannot be said. And thus, the use of research methods including assumptions, 
tools and accounts can be re-analysed to understand people’s identities in different 
times. However, encounters between Chinese sociologists and the researched are not 
considered to reflect the social identity of Chinese people before the 1950s. The 
encounters have more significant implications; they are not only between researchers 
and the researched, but also between sociology as a foreign knowledge and Chinese 
society as a native land. My analysis will emphasise how native scholars absorbed, 
developed, modified, and applied sociological knowledge to the Chinese soil. 
However, it will not be confined to an analysis of the use of empirical methods. As 
mentioned in the previous chapter, I structured three stages of producing knowledge
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regarding Chinese society. Below is a description of how this study will trace 
sociological practice from 1903 to 1952.
This study starts by tracing the conceptual formation of the Chinese word ‘society’. 
The process of formation implies an inevitable phase in which the ‘object’ of 
sociology, translating from an exotic soil, has been crystallised into the Chinese soil. 
In Chapter 4 ,1 will look for resources from Chinese ancient classics and dictionaries 
from different periods to demonstrate the conceptual formation and transition of the 
Chinese understanding of the term ‘society’. I will take advantage of these Chinese 
resources to demonstrate an interpretative or discursive transition of Chinese society. 
And this approach distinguishes itself from the other studies which merely focus on 
interpreting social change in terms of grand narratives of structural transformations.
Chapter 5 looks at the historical context in which sociology and the social survey are 
embedded. It firstly discusses the disciplinary identity of Chinese sociology by 
examining the attitudes of Chinese sociologists toward the May Fourth Movement. 
Although this movement was set as a demarcating line to separate a traditional and 
modem China, sociology did not gain much identity from this movement initially. 
With the rise of a communist regime in the 1940s which highly valued this movement, 
this movement was eventually recognised by sociologists. In order to trace the 
disciplinary identity I analyse journal articles and monographs which are relevant to a 
self-understanding of sociology in China. They were historically produced by native 
scholars and represent a self-presentation of this discipline. In addition, a historical 
contextualised understanding is proposed to examine the rise of the social survey in 
China. This chapter also makes a brief comparison between the emergence of the 
social survey in China and European countries.
Chapters 6 and 7 look at the practice of applying sociological techniques to the 
Chinese context. Social survey and community studies are two major methods learned 
and practised by native scholars before the 1950s. To trace the practice, I focus not 
only on the outcome of the social survey and community studies, but also on the 
relevant literatures such as fieldnotes and journal articles or monographs which record 
personal experiences directly from the field and apply the sociological techniques. In 
Chapter 6 and 7 I demonstrate that behind the structured and rational outcome of
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applying sociological techniques, there are unavoidable tensions and dramatic 
encounter between native researchers and ordinary Chinese.
Chapter 8 aims to examine the self-adaptation and demise of sociology in communist 
China. Sociological research was temporarily suspended and native scholars have to 
re-evaluate and re-interpret the nature, role and function of sociology. Literatures 
collected and analysed in this chapter include conference notes, journals articles, 
monographs, biography, official statics and official newspapers.
3.6 Conclusion
In this chapter, I introduced the method applied in this research to tracing the practice 
of sociology in history. The disciplinary history of Chinese sociology is not 
understood from great thinkers but from the use of sociological techniques in studying 
Chinese society. The tracing relies on the sociological materials historically produced 
by native scholars. Besides depending on the primary sources, this research draws 
attention to some ‘by-products’ of research such as fieldnotes and biographies. The 
following chapters will unpack the practice of Chinese sociology in Chinese soil.
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Chapter 4 Translating from the Sacred: the Crystallisation 
of Chinese Society
If terminology is not corrected, then what is said cannot be followed. If what is said cannot be 
followed, then work cannot be accomplished. If work cannot be accomplished, then ritual and 
music cannot be developed. If ritual and music cannot be developed, then criminal 
punishments will not be appropriate. If criminal punishments are not appropriate, the people 
cannot make a move.
The Analects of Confucius, 475BC-221BC
4.1 Introduction
This chapter aims to discuss the conceptual formation and transition of the Chinese 
understanding of the English term ‘society’. The emergence of this term in Chinese is 
elosely associated with the introduction of sociology to China. When sociology was 
first introduced through the translation of Spencer’s work in 1903, there was no such 
conception in the Chinese language. Chinese scholars then faced an intellectual 
mission to find or create a Chinese equivalence for this term. Historically, the Chinese 
equivalent of English society has experienced a transition from QUN (collectivity in 
English) to SHE HUI (literally the social and associations). The transition indicates a 
shift from a moralistic and traditional understanding to a secularised and modem 
understanding of society.
In order to unpack this transition, I propose firstly a further consideration to clarify 
the double connotations of society in sociology. On the one hand, society represents a 
common and universal object of study in sociology. On the other hand, this object is 
not transparent but its emergence in sociology has been injeeted with modem 
implications. Nation state and civil society are two common manifestations of the 
abstract term society. I then traee the transition of society in the Westem context and 
question its relevance and validity to the Chinese context, and point out the question 
this chapter aims to answer - what is the Chinese connotation of this object?
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I then turn to the Chinese interpretation of society by focusing on the indigenous 
intellectual resources. Particularly, I will draw attention to the Chinese approach by 
interpreting the composition of the Chinese character in terms of its political 
significance and the interpretative transition of the Chinese word which are relevant to 
the Chinese translation of society. In addition, I will show that the particular nature of 
Chinese language and characters reveals the way in which history has crystallised into 
the Chinese understanding of society.
This approach, interpreting Chinese society through the use of indigenous resources, 
distinguishes itself from other studies which look for Chinese realities according to 
the mould provided by Westem sociology.
4.2 Society in sociology: the double connotations o f society
Society in social sciences is a notion which is often taken for granted. Commonly it 
refers to a key object of study for the practitioners of social sciences. The Penguin 
Dictionary o f Sociology (Abercrombie et al., 2006) defines society as a commonsense 
category. Firstly, society is equivalent to the boundaries of nation-sate, but secondly, 
society does not always correspond to political boundaries. In the Marxist 
understanding, society denotes social formation. The SAGE Dictionary o f  Sociology 
(Bmce & Yearley, 2006) includes an interesting sentence with ‘it may seem a curious 
discipline that has trouble succinctly defining its term’. The ‘broadest and least useful’ 
definition is that society is the totality of human relationships. By ‘more useful’ it 
means any self-producing human group with bounded culture and distinctive culture 
and a set of social institutions. However, we commonly refer society to nation states
(p.286).
Furthermore, it can be found easily that this notion remains obscure when scholars say 
they are studying the society. The ambiguity was pointed out by Alain Touraine 
(2003), who noted that in stmctural functionalism, the term action refers directly to 
society and social system. And studies which focus on interactions, institutions, 
socialisation and process of change are all carried out in the name of studying the 
society.
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However, the relationship between the origin of society and sociology is not clear in 
disciplinary history. The rise of sociology is often described as the consequence of 
dual revolutions, respectively the political revolution in France and the industrial 
revolution in Britain. Another account would treat the rise of sociology as a response 
to the call from modernity, a highly abstract keyword in sociology. Nevertheless, there 
is an alternative approach depicted by Peter Wagner which treats society as an 
important historical phenomenon that fosters the necessary capacity for the rise of 
social sciences:
An entity called ‘society’ became an object of scientific study during the 
nineteenth century. Its emergence, or its discovery, gave rise to what was then 
seen as new sciences, variously called ‘social science’, ‘sociology’ or directly 
‘science of society’. (Wagner, 2001, 128)
In comparison with the traditional account of the origin of sociology which rests on 
the eventual interpretation in terms of the dual revolutions, the rise of society presents 
an alternative approach. According to Johan Heilbron (1995), the rise of social 
theories is attributed to the foundation set by the rise of society. In the middle- 
eighteenth century in Europe, a secularised conception of society belonged neither to 
theology and church teachings nor to the political theory of the state. Society then 
became an independent and autonomous area. The secularisation of society fostered 
the capacity for the rise of social theory and disciplines of social sciences. New 
knowledge or disciplines then started to have the purpose of building themselves as a 
science of society. This formative period is regarded by Heilbron as the pre- 
disciplinary history of sociology. William Outhwaite (2010) makes the same point that 
the emergence of social sciences and sociology was in the wake of the modem 
concept of society.
When the relationship between modemity and society is taken into consideration, 
society has been understood as a container of modemity. As suggested by Wittrock 
(2000), modemity has two meanings: firstly, it refers to a certain human epoch; 
secondly, modemity refers to a certain society with modem elements. A modem 
society then should include modem institutions such as a capitalist economy, 
democratic politics and industrialized production. However, these necessary and
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constitutive features are believed to be absent from non-Westem regions. For example, 
as pointed out by Tumer (1984, p.93) from his observation of Islamic societies, there 
are a cluster of absences in these societies, the missing middle class, the missing city, 
the absence of politieal rights and the absence of the liberating revolution.
When considering the emergence of sociology in non-European regimes, a question 
will arise immediately as both sociology and society were happening in a remote 
Europe rather than in the indigenous context. Society as a secularised object with 
political imagination, along with associated modem disciplines, might be missing in 
some non-Westem areas, because the rise of society has become an important premise 
of giving birth to the new disciplines. The incompatibility of applying Westem 
concepts to the non-Westem context is noted by some scholars. According to Wittrock 
(1998), because of the particular historical experiences in some non-Westem regions 
such as China, Japan and India, it would be problematic to use the well-established 
individual concepts that were applied to phenomena in the European context, for 
example, civil society and the public sphere. In the Chinese context for instance, when 
sociology was first introduced in China, scholars stmggled to find an equivalent 
Chinese word to correspond to the English word soeiety.
I therefore propose that the connotations of society should be taken into consideration. 
On the one hand, society is an object of the social sciences, it refers to a human entity 
and it is treated as an object of study; on the other hand, the connotation of society has 
Westem implications - a secularised conception with human autonomy and a 
eontainer which is filled with modem institutions. The double connotations of society 
are likely to generate intellectual tension in non-Westem regions which have to 
develop their own social sciences. The prerequisite of the intellectual mission for 
local scholars is that they should tackle this tension and find a local equivalent for 
society. The questions can then be articulated here - what is the Chinese connotation 
of this object? What Chinese materials will be put into this object? Before looking for 
answers to these questions, I would like to trace further the manifestations of society 
in sociology.
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4.3 Two manifestations o f society: nation state and civil society
A conceptual history of ‘society’ can be found from Raymond Williams’ (1983) 
cultural study of keywords. The term came into English in the fourteenth century, 
when the major meaning was companion; and in the sixteenth century was fellowship. 
In the seventeenth century society could mean either associated or sociable. In the 
eighteenth century, society has two meanings, denoting relationships or associations. 
In the nineteenth century, society can be understood as the objective sum of our 
relationships and was applied to define the relationship between man and society as a 
problem. The problem here refers to the individualisation of society in contrast with 
the early meanings which focused on mutual co-operation (Williams, 1983, pp.291- 
293). The fluctuation of society as demonstrated by Williams leads us to consider the 
signifieance of this concept in sociology.
Historically, the definition of society in sociology is not stable. Charles Ellwood 
(1907)  ^ doubted the possibility of an agreed scientific definition of society in 
sociology. He listed four definitions. Firstly, a majority of the older sociologists used 
the word society as practically synonymous with the word nation, referring to a body 
of people politically organized into an independent government; secondly, in a more 
extensive definition, society refers to a common civilization or culture; thirdly, any 
group of men who are bound together in relations more or less permanent, a definition 
used in a concrete sense by most sociologists at Ellwood’s time; lastly, any interacting 
individuals could constitute a society. Nation, civilization, culture, relations and 
interaction: the definition of society in American sociology in the 1900s involved the 
choice between such terms.
The notion of society today is more settled than it was in history. And even the 
impossibility of making a unique definition is well recognised. Basically, there are 
two manifestations of society in today’s sociology - nation-state and civil society. The 
two manifestations can be treated as consequences or characteristics of modemity. In 
sociology, nation states set the external boundaries between societies, British society
* Ellwood is not a canonical theorist in today’s sociology. But in 1920s China, his work Sociology and 
Modern Social Problems (1922) was translated into Chinese and was earlier than those canons that are 
considered to be founders of classic sociology. Ironically, as the previously invisible founders became 
visible, the name Ellwood disappeared in Chinese sociology.
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and Chinese society for example. Civil society focuses on another boundary, and 
implies a particular space between the state and the household.
On the one hand, ‘society’ commonly refers to nation state. This understanding is well 
recognized in social sciences as the two dictionaries aforementioned both refer society 
to nation states. Giddens pointed out that society was often understood by sociologists 
as a clearly bounded system with an obvious and easily identifiable set of 
distinguishing traits (Giddens, 1987, p. 17). Moreover, the term nation state is closely 
related to modemity. Some sociologists relate nation-state to modemity and claim that 
nation-state is a consequence of modemity (Giddens, 1990, p. 13).
On the other hand, civil society in social science has a rich and long history. Because 
it has always been understood as an autonomous space which would resist the power 
of the state and defend the common interests of the citizens, the term has become a 
keyword in understanding political status in societies. For example, Daniel Bell (1989) 
proposed a retum to civil society in America to defend against the expansion of state 
bureaucracies. Voluntary organisations, churches, and communities should be 
emphasised and decisions should be made locally rather than controlled by the state. 
Recently, one of the salient discourses in sociology is the advocacy of developing 
public sociology in the name of defending civil society (Burawoy, 2005). As an 
attempt which aims to re-orientate the practiee of sociology, public sociology then has 
been assigned to a political mission to regain its importance in the public. This 
orientation echoes the story of the origin of sociology. As suggested by Bamyeh 
(1998), the social origins of this discipline are rooted in urban modemity, and 
especially in civil society.
Both nation state and civil society are well established objects of study with 
substantive connotations. However, it would be a long story to unfold the history of 
civil society and nation state, one which is beyond the scope of this chapter. I 
therefore reiterate the concem of study - what is the Chinese connotation of society 
and how does it differ from these manifestations?
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4.4 An epistemological question: between W estem concept and Chinese reality
Nation-state and civil society, the two manifestations of society in sociology are 
substantive objects. Nevertheless, their relevance to a non-Westem context is called 
into question; ‘Chinese civil society’ for instance where scholars had to ‘search’ or 
‘look for’ this object in China. Because civil society implies rich political 
connotations, the term is applied to interpret the political changes in China in terms of 
the relationship between the government and non-governmental organisations after 
the 1970s (Chamberlain, 1993; Salmenkari, 2008). Such studies imply that Chinese 
reality has been observed with a Westem concept.
The approach to looking for Chinese facts within an existing theoretical framework 
has an innate dilemma of being trapped in the contradiction between universality and 
particularity. Conflicting conclusions are likely to be reached by scholars. Edward 
Shils (1996) believed that China has this concept in its history. Some characteristics of 
civil society can be traced back to Confucius. According to Shils, Confucius can be 
regarded as an ancestor of the idea of civil society. Virtues such as civility, 
tmstworthiness, respect, flexibility and tolerance proposed by Confucius are essential 
for the working of civil society. However, as pointed out by Thomas Metzger (1998), 
civil society in the Chinese context is out of accord with the Westem tradition. In the 
Westem context, this term refers to an un-utopian political order in which citizens 
play an important part in organising themselves and monitor the state; while in the 
Chinese context, there is a utopian tradition which relies on moral and intellectual 
virtue or even on dreaming of a political party without selfishness. Due to the wide 
divergence in political reasoning, Metzger worried that this would arouse tension in 
intemational relations. As noted above, civil society has been applied frequently to 
reflect the political condition or change of China. Moreover, the assertion of the 
universality of civil society based on the European experience could arouse ethnic 
tensions. As noted by Rowe (1993), civil society is an analytical device which is 
guilty of ethnocentrism. It is problematic that Westem cultural development is set up 
as a universal model to which other societies must conform.
Besides the above noted approach to looking for Chinese reality according to the 
Westem concept, classical sociology has left many legacies for Chinese scholars to
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follow or to endorse. Fei Xiaotong  ^ for example, Chinese society for him is 
understood to be fundamentally rural. He might be the first Chinese scholar to place 
China in relation to a set of dichotomies inherited from classical sociology. Fei 
proposed two types of society. The first was a natural result of people growing up 
together. And the second organised explicitly to fulfil certain goals (Fei, 1992). A 
stationary Chinese society definitely pertains to the first type. Below is his account 
which attached his dualistic depiction to the legacy of classical sociology:
In sociology, we usually make a distinction between two basic types of societies...In the 
words of the German sociologist Ferdinand Toennies, the first type is called Gemeinschaft 
and the second Gesellschaft. To the French sociologist Emile Durkheim, the first is an 
example of mechanical solidarity and the second an. example of organic solidarity. Using 
our own terms, we would identify the first type of society as one based on ritual and 
eustoms and the second as one based on law and reason. (Fei, 1992, p.41-42)
Fei’s depiction endorsed this general typology of societies in classical sociology. As a 
consequence, Chinese society is Gemeinschaft with mechanical solidarity and without 
law and reason. Fortunately, Fei paid attention to the existence of Chinese terms when 
looking for the position of Chinese society, even though the result is the same - 
Chinese society was positioned to one pole of the dichotomous depictions.
This chapter will not discuss the suitability of applying the above approaches. They 
were looking for either Chinese realities with a well-established concept or a position 
for Chinese society within an existing conceptual framework. To clarify, this chapter 
is concerned with the self-understanding of Chinese society. How can the Chinese 
connotations of society be attained and what indigenous materials have been injected 
into the container of ‘society’?
The method of looking for Chinese facts with a map of Westem theories which place 
China in the narrative plot of Westem social sciences failed to consider the particular 
nature of Chinese traditional knowledge and the self-interpretations by native scholars. 
This situation is not surprising, because Chinese traditional knowledge since the late
’Fei Xiaotong was an active sociologist before the 1950s and after the 1970s. Because of his role in 
history, he has become a path for readers to understand Chinese sociology.
nineteenth century has been considered an encumbrance for the modem preferred 
intellectuals to cast aside. This traditional knowledge has crystallized into text books 
in today’s classical literature and Chinese ancient history for students in schools or 
universities. However, in the past they represented the only legitimate knowledge to 
interpret and offer meanings to this world.
I retum to look at the term society in Chinese. In everyday language, even though the 
use of Chinese society is taken-for-granted, this word was translated originally from 
an English sociological work. Yan Fu in 1903 translated Herbert Spencer’s The Study 
o f Sociology. The term society is an importation simultaneous with the introduction of 
sociology to China. At that time China lacked not only such a word or conception, but 
also the equivalent reality in terms of its Westem implications, such as a secularised 
and autonomous social space. The invisibility of the word society in China constitutes 
a particular tension in the late nineteenth century.
Chinese scholars had to complete this inevitable intellectual mission to find a Chinese 
equivalent for the English word society and dilute this tension. Initially, Yan Fu 
selected the Chinese word QUN (collectivity) to correspond to the word society when 
he was translating Spencer’s work and thus sociology in China became a discipline to 
study the QUN. Later, SHE HUI (social and association) replaced QUN and became 
established afterwards in the Chinese language. In addition, considering the historical 
trajectory in China, three regimes have altemated from 1903 to 1952. First, the end of 
the Qing dynasty in 1911; then Republican China from 1911-1949; and lastly 
communist China from 1949 to now. In parallel with the social change in terms of the 
altemation of regimes, Chinese understandings and interpretations of society have 
also undergone a shift. It is important to note that there are two transitions in the 
Chinese understanding of society. Firstly, there has been a transition from the word 
QUN to another word SHE HUI; secondly, the interpretation of the word SHE HUI, 
particularly the Chinese character SHE (social) has undergone a considerable change.
The transitions could reflect the change of intellectual preference and even social 
conditions. Although the changing significances of certain terms in history are not 
surprising, in the Chinese context, there is a particular phenomenon that history has 
crystallised into the Chinese character itself, usually with political and moral
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implications. This means it is impossible to discard the connection between the 
present and the past as the change in meaning rarely brings about the formation 
change of the character. This will be discussed later in deconstructing the Chinese 
characters employed to represent society. Thus, to present a self-understanding of 
Chinese society, there is a necessity to understand the original meaning and formation 
of these Chinese characters before we can discuss the transition of the terms 
themselves, or we will miss an important point: the political and moral implications of 
this character, which are of great importance.
4.5 The Chinese method o f interpretation: QUN and SHE HUI
As previously mentioned, ‘society’ has double connotations. First it is an object of 
study. Then it contains Westem and usually modem implications. Chinese scholars 
have been exposed to an intellectual dilemma exerted by the double connotations of 
society. They have to find society, give this imported Westem container a Chinese 
shape and then to fill it with Chinese content or materials.
Rather than looking for intellectual resources firom Westem theories about society in a 
non-Westem context, in this section, I will demonstrate the cultural and intellectual 
significance of the Chinese characters which in history were employed to be the 
Chinese equivalent of the English term society and will then tum to Chinese ancient 
language dictionaries to further develop my analysis.
QUN (^collectivity) is the first Chinese word Yan Fu found referring to the English 
word ‘society’. Based on Yan Fu’s understanding, the unity composed by the crowd is 
an obvious and direct view about society in terms of the profile and constitution of 
society. Crowd or assemblage refers to the content and condition of a society, but in 
English, crowd might be a chance assembly of people, which is a relatively loose and 
random condition. Conversely, in the Chinese context, QUN represents an imaginary 
united entity rather than a group of people assembled by chance. The imaginary 
united entity of QUN can be explained through the political crisis in nineteenth 
century China. Liang Qichao, one of the most famous intellectuals of that time has a 
famous metaphor which depicts the disunity of China as a table of chaotic sand, and 
the failure to be united is because people cannot form the QUN; ordinary Chinese
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people lack the morality of uniting as a QUN (Liang, 2003, p. 14) \  We can note the 
different understanding of the word collectivity between two languages and cultures, 
and may find that the choice of QUN has a strong orientation of social cohesion. 
However, in comparison with what happened in Europe, Chinese scholars did not 
discuss the rise of individualism which would arouse tension in social integration, but 
they worried about the orderlessness of the state and the decay of morality. 
Noteworthily, China in Liang’s age is the last dynasty of Qing, an imperial state which 
would soon be dismantled.
In order to understand the Chinese significance of QUN, I propose that we should 
take into consideration the Chinese writing system which represents a unique 
pictograph. Even though each Chinese character has its own significance, each part as 
a component of this character has a particular meaning. Using a metaphor, it is like a 
picture to convey meanings. The entire picture consists of different segments and each 
segment can itself be seen as an intact picture. The construction, composition and 
structure of the entire picture all have the function to convey meanings. I find it 
impossible to explain QUN clearly if the explanation is merely based on converting 
its Chinese meaning to English. Returning to the Chinese character itself is a 
promising method. It is notable that deconstructing Chinese characters represents a 
basic intellectual skill for Chinese literati who are trained in Chinese classics. Yan Fu 
deconstructs the Chinese character GUO (country) in the preface when introducing 
his translation to dilute the tension in terms of the radical differences between China 
and the West. He points out that “country” in the West means people who defend their 
territory. The Chinese character GUO (Iffl, country) is composed of spear (jc) and 
territory (P ). Thus, China and the West share the similarity that they both refer to 
defending the territory (at Spencer, 1981, p.xi).
Liang Qichao’s original paper published in 1901.
91
Collectivity
monarch sheep
yin
P ■:
administer
issue an order
mouth
Figure 4.1 The composition of QUN in simplified Chinese
%
Figure 4.2 Traditional Chinese character QUN
Figure 4.1 explains the composition of QUN in Chinese ^  ; each part has its own 
meaning. As an intact character, it includes two elements, one is monarch, and the 
other is sheep. The Chinese character monarch is also composed of two parts: an 
administrator and a mouth which implies the significance of issuing an order. Besides 
the meaning of administer, an indispensable part of the Chinese word emperor, the 
part Yin in Chinese is also widely used as a surname^.
The dictionary Basic Vocabulary o f Ancient Chinese Language (2005) has listed three 
meanings of QUN in ancient language: the first one denotes a sheep flock, and 
generally refers to people gathered together like the flock; the second usage is
’The interpretations of such characters come from a Chinese character dictionary Shuo Wen Jie Zi 
(Explaining Simple and Analysing Compound Characters) which is the first dictionary in ancient China 
analysing the structure of the characters and gives the rationale behind them since Hang Dynasty (AC 
121).
^The thesis uses the official pinyin system developed in 1958 by the Chinese government which 
transcribes Chinese characters into the Roman alphabet.
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assembly and meeting; the third refers to multitude and the crowd, and comes from 
Law o f Sacrifice, the Book o f Rites (BC 202 -  AC 220), a Chinese classic that 
describes the social forms, governmental system and rites. The example of usage 
extracted from this book is ‘the King set the SHE for QUN’. SHE here refers to a 
shrine, a location for sacrifice in ancient China, but today the character of SHE 
individually with HUI (association) consist of the Chinese word for society, SHE HUI. 
This will be discussed later.
Figure 4.2 presents an interesting indication of the relationship between the monarch 
(like the shepherd) and the people (a crowd like sheep). Figure 4.1 is the simplified 
Chinese used in mainland China after the 1950s, and the traditional one (Figure 4.2) is 
still used by the Chinese in Hong Kong, Taiwan and other south Asian areas. 
Obviously, this represents two relations between the monarch and the people. The 
monarch and the people are of the same level in the simplified version, but in the 
traditional one, the monarch is above the people, and looks down upon them. A direct 
picture is likely to be conjured up that a crowd of sheep is administrated by the 
monarch.
According to Liang Qichao, QUN pertains to a morality of being able to assemble, but 
he did not equate QUN to society. It was Yan Fu who first chose QUN to refer to the 
English word society in 1903 with the translation of Spencer’s work. Yan Fu cited the 
Chinese ancient canon of Xun Zi’s (BC 313- BC 238) speech on his Thoughts after 
Translation as a part of the foreword. People’s livelihood has QUN. Xun Zi compares 
human beings and animals and concludes that ‘our power is weaker than ox, our pace 
is slower than horse, but we still could drive them. Why? This is due to our unique 
ability to form the QUN’. QUN, here, for Xun Zi, Liang Qichao and Yan Fu is more 
about a nature, a morality of human beings. QUN for Yan Fu is a morality that human 
beings could not forsake, and society is QUN which has its own laws (at Spencer, 
1981, p.xi).
It is notable that there is a wide difference between the Chinese and Westem 
connotation of society. The problem is that the character QUN, in its original 
composition has indications of monarchy, political orders and the gathered condition 
like sheep. In ancient China, monarchy was the only authoritative system. The
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character QUN, then, implies a metaphor of sheep which are administrated by the 
monarch. It is therefore difficult to connect the QUN in Chinese language and society 
in the English context, particularly as society has been understood as a secularised and 
autonomous social space between the state and the household in the later context.
SHE
indication, know the good or evil fortune s o i l ,  the  god of the  e a r th
according to the celestia l phenomena
SHE HUI
Society
associations
Figure 4.3 Chinese character SHE and SHE HUI
Figure 4.3 demonstrates Chinese characters SHE and SHE HUI. The latter is today’s 
Chinese word referring to society and replaced QUN in the Chinese context in the 
early twentieth century to be a Chinese equivalent of society. SHE HUI is composed 
of two individual characters, one is SHE, and the other is HUI. The first refers to the 
social, however its original meaning in Chinese denotes the god of the earth. The 
second one refers to organisations and associations in Chinese.
The source of comprehending and explaining SHE comes from legends of ancient 
times and ancient classics. Of course there would be an accumulation in 
understanding this character in different dynasties and periods. Analysing this 
character, firstly we should follow the Chinese traditional style by deconstructing this 
character and explaining its parts separately in the same way as we analysed QUN. 
According to Shuo Wen Jie Zi, the Chinese character dictionary explains that SHE is
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composed of SHI (/js) and TU (zb). SHI refers to indications from the sky as orders 
and TU refers to the god of the earth. The Spring and Autumn Annals (the official 
chronicle of the State of Lu from BC 722 to BC 481) says that ‘Julong, the son of 
Gong Gong is the god of the earth’. Gong Gong is a great character in Chinese ancient 
legend who made a contribution to China's agricultural development. His son Julong 
is regarded as the god of the earth who has the ability to maintain the land of China. 
Here, SHE has its original meaning by establishing a location for sacrifice to Julong, 
the one with power to rule the land.
The Kangxi Dictionary^, a standard Chinese dictionary of the Qing Dynasty (AC 18 -  
AC 19) collects explanations and usages of the characters from ancient classics in 
different periods which present more detailed information about this character used in 
Chinese history.
The Book o f Rites, SHE is shrine of the state, right side is the SHEJI ( the 
state, will be explained later), and left side is the ancestral temple.
The Book o f Poetry, the shape of SHE is square.
Thirteen Classics, the God of the earth who has the ability to generate 
everything. Only the one with great contribution deserves it. The son of Gong 
Gong has the ability to stabilize Jiuzhou (a poetic name of China), then the 
SHE is established to sacrifice him.
History o f the former Hang Dynasty, 34 B.C, Shenghao, the feudal 
provincial of Yanzhou (a place in east China) prohibits his people to establish 
SHE privately.
Baihu Tongyi, people could not stand without soil. People envelop the 
soil and establish it as SHE, to indicate there is soil.
The Book o f Rites, the king set the SHE for his people called great SHE; 
the king set a SHE for himself called royal SHE.
(Source: Kangxi Dictionary, 2002, p.800)
What we learn from the text is that the original meaning of SHE in dictionaries over 
different periods covering thousands of years never changed from the myth as a son of 
the great agricultural hero Gong Gong, and as a son with great power to maintain the 
state and generate everything through the foundation of soil. Other explanations are
'The original publishing date is 1716.
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that although it is a location for sacrifice, it is an interpretation of the order of 
kingship and hierarchy. It is the shrine of the state; the king has the ultimate right to 
establish the great SHE. It was a taboo which forbade private establishment by 
ordinary people in history, although they may wish to worship the god in ordinary life. 
Moreover, it has a certain shape, and people could not stand without soil - the right 
component of the Chinese character SHE.
Furthermore, the character SHE represents the Chinese cosmological understanding of 
the world. Heaven and Earth are combined in one character. On the one hand, the 
celestial phenomena will indicate good and evil fortune; on the other hand, there is the 
god of the earth. In light of The Book o f the Rite, the earth holds and supports 
everything, and the heaven will indicate the fortune. We obtain materials fi'om the 
earth and find laws from heaven. The Chinese monarchy is constructed via this 
cosmological understanding and the emperors call themselves sons of heaven. They 
are believed to be chosen as a representative of the law fi'om heaven.
the state
God of the earth  I / — —  God of the grain
Figure 4.4 Chinese character of the state
Society, in the Westem account, has the meaning of nation state. Figure 4.4 
demonstrates the Chinese word SHE JI which refers to the state in ancient China and 
not the usage of today. It is an array of two Chinese gods, one is the god of the earth, 
and the other is the god of the grain. Considering SHE, SHE HUI and SHE JI together, 
the emphasised and highlighted content is land, grain, god, sacrifice and associations. 
This content relevant to agriculture implies that China, since its ancient time is an 
agricultural country. Furthermore, Chinese characters are relatively stable, and each 
part has an individual significance, which is able to transcend history and finally 
could crystallise in the character itself. Moreover, there is a political articulation in
96
these characters, and the change of structure demonstrates this political articulation 
(the example of QUN) as well. Finally, QUN and subsequently SHE HUI in the 
nineteenth century referred to society. They share similarities in elements of monarchy, 
which is also an implication of the political order in China.
4.6 The transition o f society in the Chinese context, from QUN to SHE HUI
In Yan Fu’s age, QUN was chosen to refer to society, instead of today’s SHE HUI. 
However, during that time, QUN and SHE HUI coexisted together for a period. Why 
was QUN the choice and not SHE HUI? Jin Guantao and Liu Qingfeng (2009) 
pointed out that in the nineteenth century Chinese literati had awareness about society 
in mind, which mainly referred to secret civil associations, particularly in the Qing 
dynasty which was also the peak of secret associations in China. To some extent, this 
explains why literati did not choose the Chinese SHE HUI to refer to Society in 
English (Jin and Liu, 2009, p. 182). As this account shows, for Chinese literati, the 
quality of this character QUN is more formal than secret associations. And, as 
aforementioned, QUN has elements of moral articulation, which emphasises a united 
formation. By contrast, SHE HUI does not contain this moral position but even has 
the implication of secular forces against the feudal state.
However, in history QUN was not replaced by SHE HUI randomly, and the two 
words overlapped in Yan Fu’s account:
Xun Zi said people’s livelihood has QUN. It is a unique human morality. There are 
many kinds of QUN. Concerning SHE HUI, which is a QUN with law, and there are 
many SHE HUI among commerce, industry, politics and education as well, and the 
most important significance and its ultimate formation are to become a nation.
(Yan Fu, Translator’s foreword, 1981)
Yan Fu’s usage of SHE HUI is more about associations, and there are many 
associations in diverse fields. He mentioned the ultimate formation of association, the 
nation. However, QUN is definitely an extensive and abstract character. Even though 
the ultimate formation of QUN is a nation, the position of QUN is fundamental in Yan 
Fu’s account as it represents a unique human morality. And therefore, SHE HUI and 
nation refer to different manifestations of QUN.
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However, how did SHE HUI finally replace QUN to represent society? Jin and Liu 
listed two reasons to explain this change. Firstly, this change contains an advocacy of 
social revolution and is even anti-Confiician; and secondly, it is due to the rise of the 
gentry and the public sphere in the early of twentieth century (Jin and Liu, 2009). 
This second reason places change in a tendency of corresponding to the rise of the 
public sphere. It refers to a secularised area which is utterly different from the 
previous Chinese associations based on family and blood relationships. The public 
sphere here mentioned by Jin and Liu was based on commerce or academia, rather 
than referring to any secret associations as previously. Finally, with the informal 
implication that SHE HUI has been diluted, it then could obtain its legitimacy as a 
Chinese modem phenomenon rather than the previous secret associations which were 
deliberately neglected and bypassed by the Chinese literati.
According to Jin Guantao and Liu Qingfeng, QUN has lost its legitimacy as a 
moralistic doctrine. Conversely, SHE HUI became prevalent with the rise of a 
secularised social sphere. Jin and Liu drew their inspiration from social change in 
China. However, I would like to go further in considering discursive or interpretative 
change. It can be found that even though SHE HUI is informal and even inferior to 
QUN in history, as an important component of SHE HUI, Chinese interpretations of 
SHE have presented a secular trajectory. Before it finally became secularised, the 
character originally was sacred.
Therefore, the interpretative change that SHE has experienced is a transition from the 
sacred to the secularised. Originally it was an articulation of the god of the earth with 
the capability to govern and maintain the land. But the divine nature of this character 
eventually faded, especially in the early of twentieth century with the establishment of 
the Republic of China in 1911.1 use the intellectual resources from Chinese language 
dictionaries for further developing my analysis.
In The Newest Dictionary o f Republic o f China (1922, p.317), SHE denotes the 
location for sacrifice to the god of the earth and people establish a SHE with soil of 
five colours. In addition, SHE also denotes a social unit which should include 25 
families. SHE HUI in this dictionary is explained as ‘society means the collectives 
who establish a SHE’. The right and activity to establish a SHE are recorded in an
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ancient classic The Book o f Rites in West Han Dynasty, a text about interpreting the 
rites before Qin (BC 211 -BC 206 ), the first dynasty in China. The original text is:
The king set the SHE for the collectives, called great SHE. The king set the SHE 
for himself, called the royal SHE. The feudal lords set the SHE for common 
people, called state SHE. The feudal lords set the SHE for themselves, called 
vassal SHE. People below the scholar-bureaucrat set the SHE, called the 
established SHE.
(Source: The Book o f Rites, Methods o f Sacrifices, 23. About BC 206)
It is easy for readers to find the differences and a ranking shift of SHE - the location 
for sacrifice established by different people, from the King above to the people below 
the civil servant. This kind of shift is also a shift from the great to the established SHE. 
In the first sentence, the king has the eapability to represent the collectives as a 
delegate to sacrifice. The 1922 dictionary has abridged the previous sentences, but 
kept the part of the people and collectives. This abridgement focuses on ordinary 
people, the people below the civil servant. Obviously, China in 1922 was 
experiencing its republican period, even though it was chaotic as a result of the 
regional warlords and there were two opposite governments located in Northern and 
Southern China, but the emperor was banished, and the rite of the hierarehy was 
banished. This created possibilities for 'the people' and different social thoughts. 
Society in this dictionary implies that only the collectives have the right to set a SHE, 
no kings and feudal lords anymore. Thus, we could reach an agreement that a Chinese 
mode of secularisation concerning the notion of society was reached. The sacred SHE, 
which is relevant to the monarchical order and feudal doctrines, was secularised to 
ordinary people, and the power and magic of SHE was disenchanted finally.
Other than relying on extracting intellectual resources from ancient classics, the New 
Terminology Dictionary in 1936 indicates a scientific-orientated definition. SHE HUI 
(society) is the assemblage of animals, such as the apian society and ant society. A 
narrower definition is people united by labour (p.359). This scientifie definition is far 
away from Liang Qichao and Yan Fu’s interpretation, even though they both refer to 
animals. For Liang Qichao and Yan Fu, QUN is the only morality that human beings 
should have, and this nature differentiates people from the animals. Conversely, the
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scientific definition equates human beings and animals together. SHE HUI becomes 
QUN (colleetivity) of animals.
The new significance implies the rise of the Marxist understanding. The scientific 
understanding of society in this context is not nation-state or civil sphere, but social 
formations. Thus, SHE HUI represents a further process of secularisation that is a 
retreat from morality to science and revolution.
4.7 The prevalence o f a Marxist understanding
The prevalence of a Marxist SHE HUI indicates that the Chinese understanding of 
society has shifted to another direction, a direction neither guided by morality nor a 
secularised sphere, but by political ideologies. In this section, I trace the existence of 
the Marxist SHE HUI in Chinese dictionaries \
As Marxism has been established as the national ideology in contemporary China, it 
provides the basic and authoritative interpretative frameworks. In Xinhua Dictionary 
(2000), the most authoritative standard modem Chinese dietionary, the character SHE 
has two meanings. On the one hand, it refers to a place used for sacrifice to the god of 
the earth in ancient times (which means it is not now prevalent); on the other hand, it 
refers to associations and organisations. Furthermore, SHE HUI (society) in this 
dictionary also has two meanings. Firstly, it refers to an entity which is composed of a 
certain eeonomic foundation and superstructure: examples are imperial society, and 
socialist society. Secondly, society means people connected with mutual material 
conditions and living styles or tastes, upper society for instanee. In another 
authoritative Chinese dictionary. New Modern Chinese Language Dictionary (2002), 
society is introduced as: ‘firstly, society is called social formation as well, and human 
society is divided into primitive communism society, slave society, imperial society, 
capitalist society, communist society; secondly, society generally refers to people 
connected with mutual material conditions’. Certainly the comprehension of society is 
in accordance with a Marxist perspective, whieh is a stmctural and morphological 
understanding of the society. This understanding is totally different from the former
' A further discussion of the Marxist understanding of Chinese sociology and its relationship with 
sociology in China will be offered in Chapter 8.
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two comprehensions in terms of morality and secularisation.
However, before 1949, the prevalence of a Marxist understanding of Chinese society 
was associated with the spread of Marxist theories in China. It provided rich 
discursive or interpretative resources for intellectuals to understand and interpret 
China. Drawing inspiration from Marxism, popular words such as foreign imperialism, 
capitalism, socialism, revolution, were chosen to follow the main narrative of Marxist 
understanding of human society. In the 1920s, Marxism was not only the choice of the 
Chinese Communist Party, but its antagonist, the Guomingdang (nationalist Party) to 
some extent also accepted Marxist theories (Li, 1987, p.71).
More importantly, Marxism was applied not only to interpret Chinese society, but also 
to guide Chinese revolutions \  According to Tao Xisheng (1928), an authoritative 
theorist on the side of the Guomingdang government, the necessity of researching the 
history of Chinese society is due to the requirement of Chinese revolutions. In the 
1920s and 1930s China, there was a series of books about Chinese society and 
Chinese revolutions. The term SHE HUI in Chinese underwent a revolutionary 
transition in comparison with its previous moral orientation and secularised 
orientation. Ultimately, the Marxist understanding of SHE HUI became prevalent. 
Besides Tao Xisheng’s work, there are Zhou Gucheng’s three volume works. The 
Structure o f Chinese Society (Zhou, 1930) discussed the struggle history of China; 
The Change o f Chinese Society (Zhou, 1931) analysed the consequence of the 
imperialism invasion in China. In The Current Situation o f China (Zhou, 1933), the 
entire trajectory of Chinese history was attributed to a history of struggle. After 1949, 
the leader of the Communist China, Mao Zedong’s account of the nature of Chinese 
society finally became the standard depiction of Chinese society from 1840 to 1949:
ht is believed that the nature, purpose and enemy of Chinese revolution are determined by the nature of 
Chinese soeiety. Understanding the nature thus becomes an important task among the revolutionaries 
and scholars. And in history there were Marxist controversies about determining the nature of Chinese 
society whether it is feudalist or capitalist society. In chapter 8, I will discuss the performance of 
sociologists in these controversies. Their ‘collective invisibility’ on the one hand implies the 
relationship between Marxism and sociology; on the other hand it also implies the abolition of Chinese 
sociology in the 1950s for its ‘sin’ of not having a revolutionary position.
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Chinese society remained feudal for 3,000 years. But is it still completely feudal 
today? No, China has changed. After the Opium War of 1840 China gradually 
changed into a semi-colonial and semi-feudal society. Since the Incident of 
September 18th 1931, when the Japanese imperialists started their armed 
aggression, China has changed further into a semi-colonial and semi-feudal 
society (Mao, 1991, p.626).
Marxist understanding, in terms of social formation and class, indicates a radical 
break with the intellectual traditions. SHE HUI here never has the implications of its 
old traditions, and QUN was abandoned completely as a way of denoting society. The 
Marxist perspective provides rich resources for Chinese intellectuals and 
revolutionists. However, there is another question: if Chinese society is defined in 
terms of the struggle against imperialism, capitalism and feudalism, where is the 
space for society in terms of the public sphere?
4.8 Conclusion
This chapter has examined the transition of society in conceptual terms in the Chinese 
context. It presented the self-understanding of Chinese society based on local 
intellectual resources. Moreover, this chapter explored the Chinese interpretation of 
society by deconstructing the formation and analysing the interpretive transition of 
Chinese characters. In the Chinese language, the structure and composition of Chinese 
characters have a unique significance with moral and political implications.
The Chinese translation of society has changed from QUN to SHE HUI. QUN was the 
first choice for Chinese intellectuals. It was interpreted as a kind of human morality 
and ability to form a unity. However, the structure of this character implies another 
picture as the monarch has the ability to issue orders and finally administer the crowd. 
SHE HUI was not the first choice, but with the rise of a secularised sphere, it gained 
the legitimacy to be a Chinese equivalent of society. Moreover, as an indispensable 
component of SHE HUI, SHE came from a sacred character, representing the god of 
the earth in ancient Chinese myth. Both QUN and SHE HUI provide a demonstration 
of how history crystallised into Chinese characters with an articulation of moral and 
political orders. The establishment of the shrine, SHE, from the King high above to
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common people implies the monarchical orders. However, it was reduced in history 
from the emperor to the ordinary people, the sense of sacred was disenchanted and the 
secularisation of Chinese society can be understood through observing the 
interpretations of SHE in different periods.
In addition, the connotation of SHE HUI has changed considerably as a consequence 
of the prevalence of Marxism in China. Marxist vocabularies and frameworks 
therefore came to constitute the major component which has been put into the 
container of society. Eventually, a Marxist understanding of Chinese society became 
the orthodoxy.
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Chapter 5 The Historical Moment and the Manifesto of the 
Social Survey
5.1 Introduction
In the previous chapter, I discussed the conceptual shift in the use of the term ‘society’ 
in China. This included the conceptual formation, character connotations and changes 
in the Chinese translation of the English term ‘society’. In this chapter, I will discuss 
the disciplinary identity of Chinese sociology from the 1910s to the 1940s. During 
that time Chinese sociology forged a particular disciplinary identity to distinguish 
itself from other Western imported ideologies such as Marxism and Anarchism. More 
importantly, at the same time, the rise of the social survey was assigned a political 
role to remedy Chinese society constructively. The practice of Chinese sociology thus 
made a transition from interpreting sociology, with local intellectual resources, to 
empirical observation and interpretation.
In order to trace the development of this disciplinary identity, firstly I place Chinese 
sociology into the historical context. The May Fourth Movement in 1919 has been 
understood as a demarcating line between a traditional and a modem China. Chinese 
tradition and culture were under fierce attack within this movement. As posited 
symbolically by sinologist Joseph Levenson (1961), the movement represents the day 
Confucius died. The significance of this event is similar to the ‘dual revolutions’ in 
Europe and the attitude of Chinese sociologists toward this movement is an indicator 
of the disciplinary identity and politics of Chinese sociology. I then trace the 
emergence and interpretation of this movement from literatures concerning Chinese 
sociology made by native scholars in different periods. These literatures, produced 
before the 1940s, represent a self-account of Chinese sociology. It can be found that 
the movement, in this account, has shifted from invisible to visible and from trivial to 
important. The changing profile reflects the fluctuation of disciplinary identity.
Secondly, I look at the Chinese definition of social surveys by taking into account the 
ideological turmoil at this point in history. Diversified ideologies began to spread and
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compete with each other. They were the results of the above noted movement which 
shook the foundations of Chinese tradition and opened up the capacity for absorbing 
new knowledge and ideologies. Even though Chinese sociologists did not gain 
revolutionary identity from this movement, in comparison with the Chinese 
communists, they still proposed that the undertaking of social surveys could play a 
constructive role in changing China from weak to strong, from traditional to modem. 
The particular Chinese historical context in which social surveys were proposed and 
undertaken is markedly different from the situation in Britain and other European 
countries. The difference is also an indicator to reflect the politics and Chinese 
understanding of the social survey.
I start by discussing the current debate conceming the date of the first social survey in 
China. I then propose that a contextualised historical understanding of this puzzle is 
required and therefore we should go back to the historical moment at which the 
practice of Chinese sociology and social surveys began.
5.2 The puzzle o f the first social survey in China
Without doubt, the empirical social survey is one of the most typical sociological 
practices. In the Chinese context, the rise of the social survey is identified as an 
important stage in the developing practice of sociology in China. Lei Jieqiog (1982), 
who actively participated in the development of sociology in the 1930s, pointed out 
that Chinese sociology before the 1950s could be divided into two stages. The first 
stage is the translation and introduction of foreign sociology to China; the second 
stage is on-the-spot investigations. The difference between the two stages can be 
understood as a substantial transition of Chinese sociology from merely leaming and 
absorbing Westem sociological knowledge to putting it into use. Unlike Yan Fu who 
interpreted Chinese society through borrowing intellectual resources from Chinese 
classics and Sun Benwen who, academically, introduced up-to-date fashionable 
sociological theories to his Chinese audiences, the application of sociological methods 
to Chinese society is a significant event which implies the entanglement between the 
Chinese soil and foreign knowledge. As stated in Chapter 2 , 1 use the metaphor of a 
sealed can labelled ‘Westem sociology’ to depict the introduction of sociological
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theories as an isolated body of knowledge; and there is another practice, empirical 
research, which stands for an opened can and which had real effect in the exotic soil. 
Here, I reiterate the concern of this study to examine the practice of Chinese 
sociology in generating interpretations of Chinese society.
However, there is no consensus conceming when the first social survey was 
conducted by Chinese researchers. It is a controversial issue even in current China. 
There are two perspectives. One regards a survey of Peking’s rickshaw pullers in 1914 
as the first social survey conducted by Chinese native scholars. The other believes that 
modem social surveys can be found before 1911, in the late period of the Qing 
Dynasty. The first perspective represents an important disciplinary identity for the 
history of Chinese sociology. However, the second perspective is favoured by Chinese 
historians as they are able to find new relics in historical materials to prove that the 
social survey existed much earlier than 1914.
Of the group of Chinese sociologists, in a joumal article which introduces the 
movement of social survey in China, Li Jinghan (1927) stated that China had not 
drawn serious attention to statistics in the past, and there was no scientific survey 
before the influence exerted fi*om European and American sociologies. Initial social 
surveys were conducted by foreign scholars and motivated by the purpose of 
understanding Chinese society more scientifically. For Li Jinghan, the earliest social 
survey in China refers to the rickshaw pullers’ survey in 1914 Peking. This survey 
was directed by an American scholar J. S Burgess but the report was written by a 
Chinese scholar named Tao Menghe. The year of 1914 is recognised by Chinese 
sociology to represent the starting point of the social survey in China (Dai, 1989, Xu, 
1994, Yang, 2001, Yan, 2004)'.
Of the group of historians. Mu Ruqing and Xu Xiaoqing (2008) opened up a question 
about whether the social survey really originated in the period of the Republic of
1 The survey of Peking’s rickshaw pullers was under the auspices of YMCA (Young Men’s Christian 
Association). It is an early example of the cooperation between foreign and native scholars. Other 
surveys include C. G. Dittmer in Tsinghua University guiding students to survey the family budgets of 
195 households in Peking’s suburbs in 1917. Between 1918 and 1919, S.D. Gamble and J. S. Burgess 
in Yanching University surveyed the social condition of Peking and published their report in 1921. 
Both of them have the background of American missionaries. The religious background will be 
discussed in Chapter 6.
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China after 1911. They criticized those who treat the rickshaw survey in 1914 as the 
first social survey in China and claimed that the social survey had already become a 
trend in the late of Qing Dynasty. Chinese students who had received a modem 
overseas education in Japan, plus the enlightened Chinese gentry, became the major 
forces in undertaking social surveys. According to Li Zhangpeng (2006), Zhao Ziqing 
was the first Chinese to advocate hiring Westemers to survey China’s mining 
industrial and administration in 1877. But it was Li Zongxi who put the social survey 
into practice, when he published a survey of local special products in a county of 
Hunan Province in a newspaper in 1893. The date of the first attempt at a Chinese 
social survey was thus put forward about twenty years.
This difficulty in determining an exact date of the first social survey in China opens 
up the question of how we define social survey. And here I would argue that the 
accounts from historians had a serious flaw. The question here is can we treat 
collected the information about China’s mining industry or local special products as 
social surveys? Historians such as Mu Ruqing, Xu Xiaoqing and Li Zhangpeng, have 
neglected the modemity of social surveys. As suggested by Catherine Marsh (1982) 
who studied the social survey as a particular way of sociological explanation, if we 
take into consideration information gathering only in order to administer efficiently, 
then such inquires can be dated back to ancient Egyptians, the Romans, or the Chinese 
from the Ming dynasty  ^ (p. 10). They are the pre-history of social surveys. The 
modemity of social survey is that the rise of such a method is in parallel with the rise 
of industrialism in Britain. The social unrest and the growing concem from the 
industrial bourgeoisie resulted in the establishment of statistical societies. More 
importantly, the social survey and policy research have close relationship with the 
institutional context - the establishment of the welfare state in Britain. Chinese 
historians did not trace the origin of social surveys to the Ming Dynasty. In the late 
nineteenth century, China did not have the same institutional context as that in Britain. 
We therefore should consider the modemity of the social survey based on the 
historical context in China.
Actually, in the 1910s, the rise of the social survey in the Chinese context was
'Ming Dynasty (1368-1644).
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originally embedded in the political orientations of social reform and planning. The 
collapse of the feudal court in 1911 and the social unrest afterwards called for a more 
scientific understanding of Chinese society. Thus, even though the three controversial 
surveys mentioned above may share similarities in the characteristic of data collecting, 
only the survey of rickshaw pullers has a definite sense of moral consideration for the 
society; the surveys of 1877 and 1893 lacked such moral consideration. They could be 
classified into some specific fields of surveys rather than social surveys in terms of 
the political orientation.
Owing to the lack of industrialisation and a welfare state, the two basic settings in 
relation to the rise of the social survey in Britain, the social survey in China 
demonstrates a substantially different route in comparison with the British mode. This 
chapter therefore will return to the historical moment in which Chinese sociology 
developed and social surveys were practiced.
5.3 The May Fourth Movement and Chinese sociology: another starting point 
o f Chinese sociology?
The demarcating line between tradition and modemity in Chinese history was set in 
1919; the May Fourth Movement is understood as the starting point of modem 
Chinese history. As sociology is always understood as a modem discipline, can this 
movement provide the same modem identity for Chinese sociology?
Through reviewing the relevant documents, it can be found that, before the 1930s, 
native sociologists did not pay much attention to the relationship between Chinese 
sociology and the May Fourth Movement. They even wanted to keep a distance from 
this movement as it has become a symbol of revolutionary ideology cherished by 
Chinese communists. Nonetheless, the situation has changed slightly since the 1940s, 
during which time, the rise of Chinese communism finally took over China. However, 
Chinese sociology did not gain much revolutionary identity from this movement; it 
was depicted only as a period or phase which stimulated the introduction of sociology 
to China in quantity and quality. Until the year 1948, approaching the establishment 
of a communist China, this movement was proposed by Fei Xiaotong (1948) to have
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marked a demarcation from the old and also from the discontinued sociology 
introduced by Yan Fu in China. In this sense, before the demise of sociology in the 
1950s, Chinese sociologists attempted to reformulate their disciplinary identity by 
drawing attention to the movement which separates traditional and modem China.
5.3.1 The Mav Fourth Movement: the origin of mnture
The dual revolutions that happened in the continent of European, the French political 
revolution and the British industrial revolution, have become two significant symbols 
for understanding the origin of Westem modemity and social sciences (Giddens, 
1982); the May Fourth Movement in the Chinese context shares the same position in 
generating the break between a traditional and a modem China. It thus has become an 
indispensable event for the understanding of Chinese modemity. The May Fourth 
Movement refers to an anti-imperialism movement in 1919 in Peking. Originally, the 
emption of this movement was a protest to the Treaty of Versailles, a consequence of 
World War I. Even though China was one of the victorious nations, the concession of 
Shandong (a province in Eastem China) had been transferred from Germany to Japan 
rather than being retumed to China. The political protest soon expanded to the cultural 
fields in questioning the legitimacy of Chinese tradition. The defeat of the Chinese 
government in foreign affairs raised misgivings that it was the Chinese traditions 
which had failed to develop China into a modem and strong country. The cultural 
foundations which had existed for thousands of years had been shaken by this 
movement. As posited symbolically by sinologist Joseph Levenson (1961), May 
Fourth represents the day Confucius died.
It is noteworthy that there are two definitions of the May Fourth Movement. The first 
one is defined in a narrow sense. The second one is defined in a broader sense. The 
narrow sense refers to the incident of protesting the diplomatic defeat of the Chinese 
govemment in 1919 in Tian Anmeng Square. The broader sense of this movement 
covers the cultural aspects and therefore it has another name, the New Cultural 
Movement. The duration of this movement was from 1915 to 1921. The year of 1915 
marked the debut of a Chinese joumal New Youth which in history was a flagship in 
disseminating revolutionary ideas. And 1921 saw the establishment of the Chinese
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Community Party. The May Fourth Movement in this thesis refers to the broader 
definition with its cultural emphasis, rather than to the narrower focus on the political 
protest.
Before the 1950s, identifying this movement even implied an ideological contest in 
China. In the 1930s, The May Fourth Movement as a term recorded in some Chinese 
dictionaries was limited to the incident of political protest in 1919 in Peking. Besides 
depicting the process of this protest event. New Isms Dictionary interprets this 
movement as the outset of student revolution in China (1933, p.27). Moreover, New 
Knowledge Dictionary regards it as the beginning of grassroots revolution by ordinary 
people and the starting point of the New Cultural Movement (1936, p.29). The New 
Terminology Dictionary offers a relatively detailed interpretation. The consequence of 
this movement is introduced as follows:
May Fourth Movement is a mass political movement, and it is the beginning of New 
Cultural Movement. After May Fourth, numerous journals have been issued. Most of 
them are aimed to attack the old ethical doctrines, advocating vernacular Chinese 
language and introducing Westem cultures. This movement is regarded as a Chinese 
renaissance by some. (1936, p.18-19)
In 1939, twenty years after the outbreak of this movement, Mao Zedong was a leader 
with considerable military force in West China. In a commemorating conference for 
the 20th anniversary of this movement, Mao Zedong pointed out that May Fourth 
Movement was the Chinese people’s democratic revolution which had the goal of 
anti-imperialism and anti-feudalism (Mao, 1939, p. 3). The date May Fourth even has 
been set to be the Youth Day of China since 1939. Undoubtedly, as a political 
interpretation of this movement, Mao Zedong’s speech set the tone regarding aligning 
the movement with Chinese communism, and subsequently it became a key facet of 
national identity after 1949, the establishment of PRC.
Rather than interpreting this movement as an event of political protest, as a Chinese 
renaissance of spuming traditional cultures and as the people’s democratic revolution, 
Chinese sociologists have historically indicated little concem regarding this 
movement. Some even held contemptuous attitudes. For instance, Zhang Yuanmo
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(1930) wanted to replace New Cultural Movement with a Movement of Social 
Sciences. From his account, May Fourth is only a fugitive flower that did not last very 
long. Chinese society in crisis cannot be saved and fundamentally changed via this 
movement, because people are lost in the diverse imported ideologies, and blindly like 
the new and hate the old. ‘We have heard the boast of different isms, but never saw 
the practical results. The ordinary Chinese people are shallow and their mind is blank 
and obstinate as usual’ (Zhang, 1930, p.6). Zhang believed that only the science of 
society could play the imperative role in saving China from national crisis. Clearly, 
Zhang Yuanmo did not recognise the achievement or significance of this movement. 
However, Zhang’s account implies not only the rejection of traditions, but also the 
competition of the social sciences with other diverse imported ideologies.
Even though the contour of this movement is blurred, its most salient aspect is widely 
recognised; that Chinese traditions were under fierce attack. The diplomatic defeat of 
the Chinese govemment provoked reflection on the failure of a Chinese culture and 
tradition which could not transform China into a modem and strong state. The past 
and tradition have become an obstacle for China to move forward, and the 
contradiction between traditional and modem therefore became implacable. Lin Yu- 
sheng (1979) proposed a term ‘totalistic iconoclasm of May Fourth Movement’ to 
depict the radical rejection of Chinese tradition as the motivation of this movement. 
Besides this radical attitude to tradition, other features included the admiration of 
Westem culture, the promotion of anti-imperialist nationalism and the pursuit of using 
radical ideologies to reshape China (Ip et al., 2003). The totalistic iconoclasm or 
radical attitude could be reflected in the dichotomous mpture of Chinese culture. Here 
we retum to the original context and to one leader of the movement, Chen Duxiu who 
in 1915 published his Warning the Youth as a manifesto to open fire on Chinese 
tradition. Chinese society firstly was interpreted as an organism by him, and youth 
within Chinese society denoted the energetic cells. On the one hand, the prosperity of 
society relies on the metabolism which replaces the old waste with new energy. On 
the other hand, the demise of society results from the degenerated deposits which 
could not be discharged. The Chinese youth, thus, should keep the new energy and 
discharge the decaying things. Six criteria in distinguishing the new and the decayed 
have been proposed by Chen, and these criteria clearly reflect the dichotomous split in 
Chinese culture.
I l l
• Independence rather than servility.
• Progressivism rather than eonservatism.
• Aggression rather than passivity.
• Cosmopolitanism rather than isolationism.
• Utilitarian beliefs rather than impractical traditions.
• Scientific knowledge rather than visionary insight. (Chen, 1915, p.2-5)
There are sets of incompatible ruptures proposed by Chen Duxiu to warn the Chinese 
youth. The past and tradition of China then were classified in opposition to modem 
values of independence, progressivism, aggression, cosmopolitanism, utilitarianism 
and scienticity: the traditional values should be discarded completely. As a 
consequence of challenging and questioning tradition, a huge vacancy emerged, and 
diverse Westem social thoughts and ideologies were imported and introduced to 
China. However, firom an original political protest to a later cultural camival, the 
process indicates a complex and even a chaotic situation. There was a strange picture 
about the coexistence of different contested ideas in this movement. Nietzscheism, 
Leninism, socialism, communism, nationalism, and anarchism were talked about and 
coexisted together. Sinologist Ssu-yu Teng and John Faribank (1965) identify these 
periods as an ideological ferment in China (p.231). They point out that these periods 
are difficult for historians to study, even though they refer to the great germinal 
periods in realm of Chinese social thoughts \  As a witness who experienced the entire 
periods, Mao Zedong (1979) later recalled his ambiguous attitude of that time when 
he was still reading the joumal o f New Youth, and he noticed that:
During that time, my ideology became a strong combination of anarchism, democratic 
reformism and utopian socialism. I had a hazy feeling in democracy, utopia and old 
liberalism in the nineteenth century, but I am absolutely anti-militarism. (Mao, 1979, 
p.7)
Chinese sociology was embedded in the complex historical moment, the symbolic
'The content of the ideological ferment and the May Fourth Movement by Teng and Fairbank includes 
new views of education by Cai Yuanpei, early converts to Marxism, Pragmatism in China by Hu Shi, 
restoration of the revolution by Sun Zhongshan, and Liang Qichao’s review of China’s progress. 
Chinese sociology or sociologists are not included in the content to represent the ideological ferment. 
The invisibility does not mean the non-existence of Chinese sociology. It partially implies the particular 
position or identity of Chinese sociology.
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power of the May Fourth Movement in terms of modemity had become a possible 
source for Chinese sociology to form a new and modem identity. However, there are 
two difficulties. Firstly, this movement has been forged to a revolutionary ideology, 
including student revolution, grassroots revolution, anti-tradition, anti-imperialism 
and anti-feudalism revolutions. But Chinese sociologists kept alert to these kinds of 
identity. Secondly, in constmcting a modem identity, Chinese sociology should find or 
build a counterpart to reject. For example, this movement is regarded as the birth of 
modem Chinese literature. Modem literature denotes a mpture of the traditional 
literature which was written in the ancient classical language and mastered by Chinese 
gentries such as Yan Fu. But how to separate Chinese sociology into two parts, old 
and new?
As a matter of fact, the dichotomous classification might be the most influential 
outcome of this movement. Even though the situation after this movement was 
relatively chaotic due to the diversified and contesting ideas, the product of this 
movement, the dichotomous classification was one of the most conspicuous outcomes. 
And this dichotomous classification, as an epistemological mpture provided a mould 
for separating things into two counterparts - between old and new, between tradition 
and modem, between things to be forsaken and to be pursued. Chinese sociology may 
have successfully kept a distance from a revolutionary identity, but was it immune to 
this dichotomous classification?
5.3.2 The shifting identity: who now reads Yan Fu?
The May Fourth Movement in 1919 has been set as the starting point of Chinese 
modem history. What is the relationship between Chinese sociology and May Fourth 
Movement? Can this movement provide any disciplinary identities for Chinese 
sociology? In answering these questions, I will track back to the historical moment in 
which sociologists spoke out their attitudes and analyse some historical documents 
which refer to the self-depiction of Chinese sociology before the 1950s.
As noted, Zhang Yuanmo proposed a Movement of Social Sciences to replace the 
New Cultural Movement which he believed was a failed project. In Febmary 1922, in 
a speech of the first conference of the Association of Chinese Sociology (ACS), Yu
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Tianxiu (1922) pointed out that:
The most miserable thing for China is that there are many importations of Westem 
thoughts and ideas. And these importations are always without serious considerations. 
Diversified isms such as socialism, syndicalism, communism and anarchism, are 
philosophies of the twentieth century. However, China is still in her nineteenth century. 
It is impossible to put the philosophies in twentieth century into a Chinese society in 
the nineteenth century. (Yu, 1922, p .l)
Yu Tianxiu then proposed that the object and responsibility of Chinese sociologists 
was that they should develop their own isms rather than merely duplicate the imported 
ideas. His speech implies the contested relation between sociology and other isms. He 
also questioned the compatibility of these imported Westem ideas to the Chinese soil 
by suggesting a time lag between the West and China. These Westem ideas constitute 
a temporal device to ‘measure’ the lag between a static China and a dynamic West. 
However, he did not consider whether sociology would be a temporal device as well 
as the ideologies he mentioned. His account criticised the incompatibility of these 
Westem ideas. In the following chapters I will demonstrate the distance and tensions 
generated from the practice of sociology in Chinese soil.
In the 1930s, there were many misunderstandings of sociology by ordinary people. 
This discipline was seen as mixed up with socialism. Chinese sociologists had to 
distinguish sociology from social problems and socialism (Sun, 1927, Xu, 1925). 
Taking into consideration that the May Fourth Movement was interpreted 
enthusiastically in favour of socialism and communism, Chinese sociologists kept a 
distance from these contesting ideologies. This attitude of Chinese sociologists to 
some extent sowed the seed of the dull fate of this discipline from the 1950s when the 
Chinese communists took over China. Another notable fact is that even though this 
movement produced many cultural and political heroes in the history of China, 
Chinese sociologists were rarely involved directly in this movement.
During that time, native scholars did not pay much attention to this revolutionary 
movement. When reviewing the growth of sociology in China, Xu Shilian (1930), in a 
published article introducing the process and object of Chinese sociology, did not
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mention the May Fourth Movement. For him, as noted above for Zhang Yuanmo 
(1930), Chinese sociology was regarded as an intellectual movement in itself. The 
origin of this movement was due to two stimulations. The first of these was the decay 
of Chinese society. And the second, the sufferings of Chinese people. The purpose of 
this movement had two aspects. The first aspect referred to pure sociology in the field 
of theories. Sociology should collect social facts with scientific approaches and 
should then find the law behind social change based on the collected social facts. The 
second aspect was applied sociology. Sociological techniques of social administration 
should be developed to improve the life of Chinese people (Xu, 1930, p.2-3).
In another paper which introduced the developmental history of Chinese sociology, 
four periods of Chinese sociology were classified by Cai Yucong (1931):
•  The initial stage of importation.
•  The stage of re-importation and transplantation of Westem sociology.
•  The germination of Chinese sociological research.
•  The beginning of academic constmction.
The first stage is the starting point of Chinese sociology. Yan Fu’s translation of 
Spencer’s work became the symbol. The second stage refers to the institutional 
development of Chinese sociology in universities. Missionary scholars from America 
played a cmcial role in establishing sociology departments at church universities. The 
third stage is the expansion of sociology in Chinese universities ranging from private 
universities to national universities. Native scholars graduated from foreign 
universities, retumed to China and began to teach. The movement of the social survey 
played an important part in this period. The last stage is ambiguously presented by 
Cai Yucong (1931, P.29). He posited that individual professors were not available to 
undertake large scale social inquiries. Two sociological institutions, the Bureau of 
Social Survey in Beijing and the Sociology Department in National Central 
University were founded by him. The task of professors at this stage was to introduce 
and criticise foreign sociology and social institutions in foreign countries and, at the 
same time, to study Chinese sociology and society. In an article introducing the 
history of Chinese sociology exclusively, the May Fourth Movement was not 
mentioned by Cai at all.
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In the 1940s, the May Fourth Movement was mentioned by Chinese scholars in 
considering the disciplinary history. The development of Chinese sociology again was 
divided into four phases by Yang Kun (1943):
•  The phase of infancy
•  The phase of propaganda
•  The phase of schools
•  The phase of constmction
The revolutionary joumal New Youth and the May Fourth Movement were mentioned 
between the phases of infancy and propaganda. During the phase of infancy, the debut 
of New Youth stimulated the expansion of social thoughts in China, and still had an 
indirect relationship with the development of Chinese sociology (Yang, 1943). 
Moreover, even though only one sentence was used to mention this movement by 
Yang Kun, the year of 1919 was set as the outset of the phase of propaganda. The 
activities of translating, importing and introducing sociology into China had increased 
significantly since the May Fourth Movement (Yang, 1943, p.4). The language choice 
indicates that Chinese sociology, as depicted by Yang Kun, did not neglect this 
movement, but the connections between them were not strong. This movement 
provided only a general understanding of the historical milieu where the introduction 
to sociology became prevalent. However, as previously mentioned, the May Fourth 
Movement opened a capacity for the Chinese who desired to absorb foreign ideas. 
Among the diversified thoughts and ideas, sociology was too slight. And thus, the 
identity of this movement for Chinese sociology represents only a period of the 
promotion of sociological introductions. A similar account can be found from Sun 
Benwen (Sun, 1949); he depicts the influence of this movement like this:
Most, if not all, of the new developments in philosophy, arts, technology, natural as 
well as the social sciences in Europe and America were introduced into China through 
this movement. Studies in social thoughts, social problems, and sociology, as important 
aspects of this movement, soon attracted the attention of the intellectual class. (Sun, 
1949, p.247)
The awareness of the relationship between Chinese sociology and the May Fourth
116
Movement inereased. More importantly, sociology could not neglect the epistemology 
which was an outcome of this movement - the dichotomous classification. This 
discipline had a ehanee to separate it into two counterparts: on one side is old and 
traditional sociology. On the other side is the new and modem sociology.
Is there an old Chinese sociology and a new Chinese sociology? Fei Xiaotong (1948) 
offered a historical demarcation of Chinese sociology. The May Fourth Movement in 
1919 became an important demarcating line to separate Chinese sociology between 
‘Qun Xue’ and ‘She Hui Xue’. These two Chinese words in history were two versions 
of the Chinese translation of sociology. Yan Fu’s proposal of ‘Qun Xue’, the study of 
collectivity has literally been replaced by ‘She Hui Xue’, the study of society. 
Therefore, the role of Yan Fu has changed fi'om that of a pioneer to a conservative. In 
this sense, Yan Fu has become a representative of old soeiology. Fei Xiaotong (1948) 
pointed out that Yan Fu worked very hard, searching through traditional Chinese 
thought for indigenous concepts to capture the Westem thought system. But his efforts 
were not passed on. Fei believed that, in Yan Fu’s time, ‘there was really no way that 
tme sociology could take root within Chinese académie eircles’ (Fei, 1948, p.22). And 
the barrier for developing a tme sociology in China was the existence of the authority 
of traditional dogma. This aceount overlaps with the motif of the May Fourth 
Movement which aims to counter Chinese traditions. However, the success of this 
movement is still called into question by Fei Xiaotong:
The May Fourth movement was a summarization of this process of decay; that which 
was to die out had not yet disappeared, and that which was about to be bom had not yet 
appeared. Actually, however, the May Fourth movement did point to what sorts of 
things would appear - democracy and science. (Fei, 1948, p.22)
The May Fourth Movement has been endowed with a significant cultural and 
disciplinary identity for Chinese sociology by Fei Xiaotong. This identity was based 
on the dichotomous classification to separate an old and a new sociology. On the one 
hand, old authority as traditional dogma was under attack even though still reluctant 
to die out. On the other hand, the movement became a new starting point of Chinese 
sociology. Even though Fei Xiaotong did not proelaim in writing that the May Fourth 
Movement was a new starting point of Chinese sociology, the term ‘tme sociology’
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clearly made a rupture with the old sociology favoured by Yan Fu. The implieation of 
this true soeiology is that this discipline should put its knowledge into practiee in 
studying Chinese realities rather than merely trying to mateh the Westem thoughts 
with ancient Chinese artieulations. Hereby, Yan Fu’s translation in 1903 lost its 
legitimacy.
Chinese sociology in Yan Fu’s time had not emerged as a discipline and it was rare to 
find any empirical studies. More importantly, the readership of Yan Fu’s translation 
was the Chinese gentry, whieh consisted of scholars who admired aneient elassies and 
regarded the imperial examination system as the ultimate outlet for leaming. They are 
the elite who received the edueation of Confueius doctrines, and they mastered the 
elassical Chinese language which was the formal writing language at that time. Cai 
Yucong (1931) noted that the suceess of Yan Fu’s translation can be attributed to the 
Chinese language he applied, and the influence of this translation was mainly among 
the Chinese gentry. As for the Chinese gentry, even though they could not look down 
upon the Westemers any more, they only admitted advances in their weapons and 
technologies. Westem writings are not recognised by the Chinese gentry. Thus, Cai 
Yucong believed that in order to dispel the scomful attitude of the Chinese gentry, the 
elegant writing style allowed Yan Fu’s translation to invade the sanctum of Chinese 
seholars. Wong Siu-lun (1979) suggested that even though Yan Fu’s translation was 
widely influential, the original intention of Yan Fu was not for the ordinary readers 
but for a few Chinese scholars. He selected an elegant but difficult ancient style of 
elassical Chinese to convey modem Westem ideas (1979, p.9). Sinologist Benjamin 
Schwartz (1969) had the same idea about the style of Yan Fu’s translation. It was 
elaborately made for the Chinese educated literati. The translator and the audience for 
sociology both belonged to Chinese gentries. They are objects which the May Fourth 
Movement wanted to oppose as they were believed to be defenders of the old culture. 
It was a mission impossible for the gentry to introduce any empirieal sociological 
methods, sueh as social surveys, into use in Chinese soeiety.
From ‘Qun Xue’ to ‘She Hui Xue’, the transition is in parallel with a role shift of 
Chinese scholars, fi'om old Chinese gentry to new intellectual generations. The former 
mastered a privileged ancient classical language and had a scomful attitude towards 
Westem knowledge; the latter ehose vemacular Chinese language and generally had a
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background of modem or foreign education. The new generations are likely to raise 
the question of who now reads Yan Fu?
However, only four years after Fei Xiaotong interpreted the May Fourth Movement as 
a demarcating line between old and new sociology, Chinese sociology was abolished 
by the new govemment in 1952. Considering the indifferent attitude of Chinese 
sociologists towards the May Fourth Movement before the 1950s, it is not difficult to 
understand the reaction from the new communist govemment which regarded this 
movement as an important epochal moment for Chinese revolution. Soeiology in 
China was suspended for about 30 years. In the historical account of disciplinary 
history, the May Fourth Movement which was cherished by the communists finally 
had been forged solidly as the disciplinary identity. The History o f Chinese Sociology 
(1987), a book published after the restoration, depicts the relationship between the 
movement and Chinese soeiology as below;
In the May Fourth Movement with the ideological emancipation and the 
encouragement from New Cultural Movement, Marxist sociology as a proletariat and 
new thoughts was one of the ideological trends. It widened the horizon of Chinese 
sociology and broke through the situation by which Chinese sociology was dominated, 
bourgeois ideas, perspectives and methods. Thus, it is appropriate to say the May 
Fourth Movement was the breeding ground for Chinese sociology. (Han, 1987, p.47)
A new mpture could be inferred fi'om the separation between proletariat and 
bourgeois sociology. More importantly, the above aceount presents a complex picture 
of the self-understanding of the disciplinary history, and what has been neglected in 
the past becomes an important historical moment for the development of Chinese 
sociology. It opens up a question regarding the relationship between soeiology and 
communism. This will be discussed in Chapter 8.
5.4 The modernity o f the social survey in China
In the previous sections, I discussed the relationship between the May Fourth 
Movement and Chinese sociology. An important historical context in the early 
twentieth century, this movement has become an inspiring source of Chinese 
modemity. The attitude of Chinese sociologists toward this movement has
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experienced a shift from scepticism to recognising its significance by applying a 
dichotomous classification to sociology. In this sense, Chinese sociology can be 
divided into two counterparts, the old and discontinued ‘Qun Xue’ and the new and 
modem ‘She Hui Xue’.
The May Fourth Movement aimed to counter Chinese traditions which were obstacles 
for China to realise her modemity, even though, initially, Chinese sociologists wanted 
to distinguish themselves from the movement. However, they also interpreted 
politically the role and function of sociology in changing China, particularly by 
undertaking social surveys.
In this section, firstly, I will discuss the polities of the social survey advocated by 
Chinese sociologists. It was widely different from the historical context in which the 
social survey emerged in Britain. The rise of the social survey in the British context 
was associated with the growing interests of addressing social problems by a novel 
class which was a result of industrialisation. I therefore will discuss the Chinese 
understanding of the social survey as embedded within a totally different situation,
5.4.1 The manifesto of the social survey
In the 1920s, little attention was paid by sociologists to the fashion of the May Fourth 
Movement. They kept alert to some revolutionary ideologies within this movement, 
such as anarchism, socialism and communism. However, no matter what ideologies 
were, Chinese sociology confronted the same situation, that China was immersed in a 
national crisis. Chinese soeiology had to make a response, and undertaking social 
surveys for understanding China more scientifically became a possible path.
The first social survey in China was conducted in 1914 under the guidance of 
American missionaries. The Chinese author who wrote the report of this survey was 
Tao Menghe. In 1918, he published an article advocating social surveys in China in 
New Youth; as mentioned previously, this joumal was a flagship and frontline of the 
May Fourth Movement. This article is the first example of advocating of undertaking 
social surveys in China. Even though the title is Introduction to Social Survey, the 
content is much more like a political manifesto.
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At the beginning, Tao Menghe (1918) recalled the origin of his motivation to conduct 
social surveys. When he was in London as an overseas student in 1912, he wanted to 
write a book introdueing the life of Chinese people to foreigners. However, when he 
turned to the Chinese aneient books, there were only vague and general descriptions. 
He eould not find an answer to the daily life of Chinese people fi'om the ancient 
histories. He then turned to the county annals. And the result here was poor too. He 
made a complaint that the Chinese history was exclusively about heroic stories, 
including stories of the generals and of the ministers. The life of the ordinary people 
was absent. If at all, they appeared only in some poems or novels. In this paper he 
opened fire on the political situation of China whieh had lasted for thousands of years. 
Ordinary people were blinded by the politics of the perfect man He claimed that social 
surveys could tell the good and evil of the society, and thereby the ordinary people 
would be offered an opportunity to become their own saints and the original saint 
would lose the chance of obtaining immoral interests for himself. Finally, Tao 
Menghe said that he had completed a survey of Peking’s rickshaw pullers. However, 
as most of the Chinese people lived in rural areas and the problems there are 
increasingly urgent, he proposed a shift to concentrate on the rural areas for the next 
social surveys (Tao, 1918, p.223-224).
According to the passionate manifesto, the social survey was assigned the role of 
liberating the ordinary people from prejudice and infantility, and sweeping out the 
barriers generated by the political saints who dominated Chinese history. The 
revolutionary attitude and the political passion of countering the imperial politics and 
the sympathy with ordinary people are obvious. In addition, the social survey was 
able even to distinguish between the good and evil of the society. The social survey 
here implies a device which could measure the right and wrong of soeiety by knowing 
the facts produced by surveys. The manifesto, as a letter of challenge, was related to 
the May Fourth Movement and attacks Chinese traditions and the old order. The role 
and function of the social survey was proclaimed politically by Tao Menghe to 
enlighten the ordinary Chinese.
It is notable that Tao Menghe was close to the centre of the May Fourth Movement. 
He had a lectureship at the University of Peking, and students from this university
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constituted the major foree in the 1919 protest. Chen Duxiu, the ‘commander in chief’ 
of May Fourth Movement was also in this university, Chen Duxiu later became the 
first chairman of Chinese Community Party. Tao Menghe had close relationship with 
the cultural icons in the University of Peking; however, in 1921, when Chen Duxiu 
planned to transform the joumal of New Youth to introducing and diffusing 
communism exclusively, Tao Menghe rejected this transformation and did not submit 
any papers to this joumal. In 1926, Tao Menghe established the Institute of Social 
Surveys in Peking and became the head of this institution.
Li Jinghan was another Chinese native sociologist who eamed his reputation for 
conducting social surveys in the 1930s. Below is an account from Li Jinghan to 
describe the situation of his time when social surveys would be popularised:
In recent decades we are eager to imitate the West and even Japan, in the hope of 
turning our country from weak to strong; from poverty to wealth.. .but the national 
humiliations were increased rather than reduced with the founder of Republic of 
China. Nowadays, the national affairs are problematic. As a country with strong 
military force in history, we are now applying the policy of non-resistance to 
withstanding the Japanese invasion. Local officials only care about themselves. 
Traitors can be found everywhere. The weaknesses of our nation are exposed 
completely. There is no national dignity anymore. Alack! We have to wake up. But 
why did this happen? We lack calm attitude, scientific mind, intensive and complete 
research. (Li, 1932, p.689)
National crisis and national humiliation became the key theme of his time in the 
1930s. Li Jinghan then criticised the simple fashion of subverting traditions by 
arguing that social surveys should play a constmctive role in positively building 
China.
Our contemporary fashion is subversion. Subvert the Confucian cannon, old ethical 
code, blind faith, Chinese jacket, antagonism and intelligentsia. The rage of 
revolution is released in this process but ordinary people have to suffer the pain from 
the unrest. Only the social survey is not riot, and devotes to constmctive works rather 
than destmction. (Li, 1932, p.691)
The turmoil of China since the middle of 1900s constitutes the basic milieu which
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Chinese scholars should confront. Diversified solutions were proposed and even 
practiced to reverse this situation. The social survey then was assigned the role of 
curing China. More importantly, in comparison with the other diversified solutions 
which were mainly the fashion of subversion, the role played by social surveys was 
seen as constructive rather than destructive.
Like Tao Menghe, who mentioned that his motivation of undertaking social surveys 
was stimulated during the period of his studying at London, Li Jinghan pointed out 
that his motivation was due to a national humiliation he experienced in America 
where he was a student there.
At the university, Fd like to take a seat in the front rows in the classroom. One day in 
a course of social problems, the lecturer suddenly asked me about the male and 
female rate in China. I replied I didn’t know it because there was no such statistics in 
China. On another day, I was asked another question conceming the fluctuation of 
wage in China, I still could not answer it. Then the distribution of land in China, and 
the answer was still I didn’t know. I was uneasy and awkward in the classroom and 
restless when I cannot answer these questions about the statistics of China. As a result, 
my seat was moved from the first row to the middle, and eventually to the last. (Li, 
1932, p.695)
National humiliation and social surveys were linked together by Li Jinghan. The 
uncomfortable experience in the classroom finally determined his resolution to 
commit himself to conducting social surveys in China. ‘Because the pain I suffered 
was due to the reason that there is no social survey and statistics in China. I was 
deeply stimulated. And this is one of the reasons for conducting social survey’ (Li, 
1932, p.695). The pain of the individual and the country were interconnected via the 
social survey. However, in contrast to Tao Menghe’s appeal in which he blamed 
Chinese despotic politics by pointing out the ignorance of ordinary people’s lives in 
historical record, Li Jinghan’s question is much more about the quantitative 
description of Chinese society.
One salient feature of Li Jinghan’s account of the social survey is the metaphor 
employed by him. In a book which introduces field research methods to Chinese
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readers, a problematic China was compared to an old device, and then the role of 
surveyor became that of a mechanic who could fix the old device:
A state or a society is like a device. But this Chinese device has already become an 
outdated machine. It cannot be resumed to work with randomly repairing work. 
Intensive analysis by professional mechanics are required to fix this machine, at least 
its oil and rusty stain should be removed and polished again. Moreover, this work is 
the function of social surveys. (Li, 1933, p.2)
The above aecount contains different metaphors from the long history of China as an 
outdated machine to the professional mechanics who play the role of repairing. The 
internal fabric of this machine should firstly be understood by the mechanics before it 
can be polished and repaired. Social surveys played a role in understanding the fabric 
of this machine and social researchers here became the professional mechanics. 
Furthermore, worrying about this machine dominated the imagination of Chinese 
scholars at Li Jinghan’s time.
Fifteen years after Tao Menghe’s advocacy of the social survey in China, Wu 
Jingchao (1933) proposed an approaeh to replace the traditional county annals by 
social survey. Tao Menghe’s regret of not being able to find a life record of the 
ordinary people should be addressed. Compared to the tone of Tao Menghe from the 
journal of New Youth, Wu Jingchao was much calmer. He mentioned that the Chinese 
care about their localities. The only problem is that they do not have a correct 
approach to describing the local situations. And thus, the county annals were filled 
with stories about places of interest, moral doctrine and paragons of chastity in the 
local society. Social researchers such as him and social reformers failed to obtain 
much useful information from the county annals. However, as an alternative approach 
and also a solution, Li Jinghan’s social survey was praised by Wu Jingchao. Wu 
suggested that tabulations designed by professionals in sociology should be helpful 
for improving the quality of Chinese county annals. In addition, local governments 
should establish some bureaus or sections for the collection of social facts and to 
complete the social statistics. In this sense, a scientific and quantitative description 
should replace the traditional and moral accounts of local society.
Li Jinghan is known for his use of the social survey at the scale of the county. In an
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article introducing social survey and China’s social construction, he imagined that one 
or two thousand eounties in China could undertake soeial surveys at the same time, 
producing better results for sociological analysis and even soeial administration (Li, 
1945). Nonetheless, China was still at war with Japan when Li Jinghan made such a 
proposal, and it was impossible for the Chinese to complete his project.
In the 1940s, nearly two decades after the May Fourth Movement, Li Jinghan (1941) 
expressed his optimism concerning the role social surveys would play in China. He 
believed that it was now an age of seience, the period of building a utopia based on 
pure metaphysics had passed. On the side of Chinese revolutionaries, two years earlier, 
Mao Zedong (1939) published his speech commemorating the May Fourth Movement, 
and the event was deseribed as the people’s democratic revolution. According to the 
conference record. Chairman Mao’s speech ended with long applause and was 
followed by slogans shouting for ‘national people to get united’, and ‘carrying 
forward the spirit of May Fourth’, to ‘overthrow Japanese imperialism’ and ‘long live 
the liberation of the Chinese people’ (1939, p.9). The revolutionary identity of this 
movement was maintained by Chinese Marxists; it highlighted the mild political 
identity of Chinese sociologists.
In this section, I have discussed the political zeal of native scholars who in history 
were the most aetive pioneers in advocating social surveys in China. Their personal 
experiences and the national crisis were connected in the historical context. The lack 
of social surveys in China for them had become a national failure to reflect the decay 
of feudalist politics. In addition, the soeial survey was proposed to improve the 
quality of county annuals, which were the traditional approach to recording local 
society. Lastly, the constructive role of social surveys had been forged, to enlighten 
the ordinary people.
5.4.2 Social survevs in different contexts
In this section, I will discuss how social surveys, one of the most typical sociological 
approaches, was defined by native scholars by taking account of the rise of the social 
survey in British and American historical contexts. A comparative review of the social
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survey in Chinese and the Western eontexts will be offered.
There are two understandings of the social survey. The first is to define what is the 
social survey, and what are the features of social. Catherine Marsh (1982) offered a 
classical definition that a typical social survey should include three features: the 
content is social; the form of data is systematic and structured; the analysing method 
is comparison between groups. The second understanding relies on placing the soeial 
survey into its historical context. Understanding the Chinese definition of social 
surveys will rely on the second approach by considering the geographical and 
temporal features of the Chinese context.
The historical perspective requires an examination of the particular national situations 
in which social surveys emerged. Stephen Turner and Jonathan Turner in their 
institutional analysis of American sociology pointed out that the rise of the systematic 
social survey in America was due to the consequence of the economic dislocations 
after the civil war. Labour problems inereasingly became a part of the public 
consciousness and an important element of state politics (Turner & Turner, 1990). 
Carl Taylor, the author of The Social Survey, Its History and Methods (1919) noted 
that the expansion of cities in America between 1880 and 1890 resulted in a 
significant increase of new inhabitants. This increase was followed by welfare 
problems due to the increased size of cities and their populations. And that is the 
context for the rise of the social survey. As argued by Marsh (1982), the survey has a 
long and rich history in human history. Fact-finding, for administrative purposes, can 
be found in many places in history. For example, political arithmetic and investigative 
journalism in British history had the features of the social survey. However, the 
founding of the social survey in the modem sense refers to its relation to social policy. 
It was at the end of the 19th century, that social and policy research began to be 
closely connected. This connection was strengthened by the establishment of the 
welfare state. Furthermore, in Britain, the original place in which the modem soeial 
survey was bom, as depicted by Martin Bulmer, Kevin Bales and Kathryn Sklar 
(1991), the rise of the social survey was in relation to the rise of a new social class:
These inquiries signified increasing upper- and middle-class interest in the condition of
the working classes as well as a desire to intervene - a desire both to remedy want and
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disease through voluntary or state action and to achieve a great degree of social control 
through the use of scientific expertise, (Bulmer et al., 1991, p.2)
Undoubtedly, the rise of the social survey in America and Britain was embedded in its 
own historical context. This method was developed to collect data from people for the 
purpose of social administration. In this account, the possibility of social surveys 
requires two preconditions. The first of these is the rise of a new class, which 
constitutes the surveyors. They have the interest and resources to undertake surveys. 
Secondly, the object of social surveys, the expansion of the working class, brought 
about unprecedented social problems which required further inquiry. The soeial 
survey as a technique here has the function to reveal the facts and address the 
problems. Considering the two preconditions, social surveys also reflect the class 
relationship as mediation. As pointed out by Eilleen Yeo (1991), the rise of the social 
survey in Britain was important for the middle class to forge its identity in relation to 
the classes above and below. Obviously, the two preconditions shared the same story 
about the rise of sociology which was due to the rise of eapitalism or, put into other 
terms, the consequence of modernity. Such accounts are common in sociology. It is 
notable that the presenee of social surveys in disciplinary history is relatively weak. 
The origin story of sociology is always dominated by theoretical considerations and 
grand narratives about the radical structural change of society. However, the social 
survey as a modem invention is undeniable. Its emergence as argued by Mark Abrams 
(1951), had to await some necessary conditions:
a readiness to promote the material welfare of all members of society, an outlook which 
regarded social affairs as being susceptible to human control, and a relatively 
widespread skill in the quantitative assessment of social cause and effect. (Abrams, 
1951, p.4)
Can we find the same conditions in the Chinese context? How could a society without 
these aforementioned modem welfare problems or conditions develop its own social 
surveys? What information did Chinese social surveyors want to know? What are the 
purposes and politics of the social survey? The previous section only partially 
answered these questions by presenting the political manifesto of the native scholars 
who actively advocated the social survey. Further understanding is required to see
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how the social survey, the foreign method, was interpreted by the Chinese to make it 
relevant to Chinese society.
In the Chinese context, as with the first survey conducted by missionaries in Beijing 
in 1914, native scholars had the same orientation in addressing Chinese social 
problems. The social survey has been regarded as a scientific device in measuring a 
society in sickness. Liu Yureng (1936) provided a metaphor of applying the social 
survey to diagnosing society’s ills:
We know patient sees a doctor, before receiving any treatments, and the doctor is 
required to find out the cause of disease. Without knowing the reason but offering 
prescription at random, the patient may die. The same is true of addressing social 
problems. Without understanding the real situation, how can the problem be 
addressed? Thus, the social survey has the function of addressing social problems. 
(Liu, 1936, p.5)
The necessity of the social survey for addressing social problems is that it diagnosed 
the problems scientifically by revealing the facts, and this diagnosis is much more 
important than the problem. It is only through this diagnosis that the disease can be 
found and the prescription can be formulated. What is lacking in China is not the 
problems, but the approach to revealing them.
The capability of social surveys in reforming China was well recognised by native 
scholars. Since the 1920s, social surveys, social facts, social reform and the 
reconstruction of China were frequently mentioned together. The relationship is that 
social facts can be revealed by social surveys, the method whieh scientifically 
examines society, and the facts produced by social surveys are then factual 
foundations for social reform and state reconstruction. In the 1930s, the language of 
social reconstruction and social planning was popular among native sociologists. Yan 
Xinzhe (1935a) claimed that the social survey is essential for providing social facts 
for completing the task of social construction. As mentioned previously, in the 
political claim for social surveys made by Tao Menghe (1918) and Li Jinghan (1933), 
social surveys were assigned the political mission of revealing seientifically the 
reality of Chinese society. Their concerns about China were not derived from the
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problematic consciousness aroused from working classes or the expansion of cities, 
but from the political zeal of renewing the life of an ancient China. The profession of 
renewing is like a skilled machinist who could amend the rusty machine. However, 
revealing the facts became the first step.
The potency or function of social surveys in the Chinese context is widely recognised, 
but native scholars have not reached an agreement regarding the exact nature of social 
surveys. Yang Kaidao (1929) described the chaotic situation:
Even though the trend of social surveys was strong, the nature of it was not certain. 
Observing for a year or more is called social surveys. Observing one or two days is 
called social surveys. Quantitative analysis is called social surveys. Qualitative 
description is called social surveys. Inquiry via post mails is called social surveys. 
Analysing one or many places are called social surveys. Anything relevant to social 
facts is called social surveys. What is the benefit of these social surveys to social fact 
and principle? It is necessary to discern true social surveys from these half true and half 
false surveys if we want to make contributions to sociological theory. (Yang, 1929, p.26)
According to Yang Kaidao, the social survey is quantitative research of a local society. 
If a survey covers only three or five aspects but cannot cover an entire local society, it 
cannot be seen as a social survey. Local society and completeness are two 
indispensable features of a social survey. Yang’s account implies the pursuit of 
producing a holistic picture of society via social surveys.
Other than the technical definition of social survey as presented by Yang Kaidao, an 
alternative approach was to consider the procedure and function of social surveys 
together. Li Jinghan (1933)’s definition is typical:
The social survey is a systematic scientific approach in observing the reality of society. 
It arranges the collected data with statistics, analyses the elements of social 
phenomenon, and discerns the truth and causality between social phenomenons. 
Projects in ameliorating the social conditions can be proposed based on the findings 
and then advocating the ordinary people to understand more about the problem their 
interest are involved in. They will automatically supervise the local leader to address 
social problems more seriously and efficiently. (Li, 1933, p .11)
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The content of social surveys as posited by Li Jinghan includes the application of 
statistics to discerning the truth. Rather than providing a merely technical definition of 
the social survey, Li’s account indicates an imagined perfect society in which 
sociological knowledge is put into practice. Nevertheless, such an account is ideal or 
even utopian. From revealing the facts to applying them to social amelioration, 
requires the existence of a society which could provide such a field for implementing 
the knowledge. As noted previously, social surveys have a close relation to social 
policy and the welfare state. In the British context, Abrams (1951, p. 143) passionately 
proclaimed that social surveys undertook by Booth and Rowntree saved Britain from 
violence and set her on the road to economic democracy. However, China in the 
1930s obviously could not offer Li Jinghan the same opportunity to transfer 
sociological knowledge into practice.
More importantly, like Tao Menghe who advocated liberating Chinese people fi*om 
the repression of feudalistic politics by undertaking social surveys, Li’s account 
mentioned the task of sociologists in enlightening the ordinary people by social 
surveys. It opened up the question of the relationship between ordinary Chinese and 
surveyors. The ordinary Chinese are the informants who should provide empirical 
data for the surveyors, and the audiences or receivers of these surveys. Can they 
supervise the local administrators positively after the social survey as proposed by 
native scholars? The answer to this question requires us to return to the field on which 
social surveys were undertaken. Typically, it is a question concerning the practice of 
social surveys in the Chinese soil. However, as history indicates, ordinary Chinese 
remained indifferent to social surveys; they even worried about the arrival of 
surveyors which might bring harm to them. In order to dismiss the suspicion, social 
surveyors such as Li Jinghan therefore had to introduce their profession to the 
ordinary people, while undertaking social surveys in the field.
Thus, there was a particular ‘definition’ of social surveys for particular audiences - 
ordinary Chinese. It required scholars to use common language to describe what the 
social survey is. The significance of this account is without doubt. It shows how social 
surveys were introduced to the public rather than merely being understood by the 
professional researchers. To some extent, it reflects the public image of social surveys
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which was forged by native scholars. It is impossible to use a purely technical account 
to persuade the laymen about the importance of their professions. Some simplified 
slogans therefore were proposed by Li Jinghan for publicising social surveys in the 
Chinese field:
•  The social survey is the start of administering a country and ameliorating a society.
•  Only through scientific social surveys, could we know thoroughly the requirement of 
one locality.
•  The rural soeial survey is the foundation of addressing rural social problems.
•  The scientific survey of society is like inviting a professional doctor to treat an illness.
(Source: Li Jinghan, 1933, Method o f Field Social Survey, p.33)
In this section, I briefly compared the social survey in different contexts. 
Understanding the social survey in China requires a historical contextualised 
perspective. Owing to the lack of ‘modem problems’ in terms of the consequences of 
industrialisation, the Chinese understanding was more focused on the potency and 
function of social surveys in terms of the combination of politics and scientificity to 
enlighten ordinary people and to save China constmctively. The authentic situation of 
the use of such method in an exotic field requires further discussion, and this will be 
the major concern of the next chapter.
5.5 Conclusion
In this chapter, I discussed the historical moment in which Chinese sociology was 
embedded. The motif of May Fourth Movement expanded from a political protest to a 
counter Chinese culture movement. Interpreting this movement has become a 
contesting arena in generating modem identities. The attitude of Chinese sociology 
towards this movement has experienced a shift from ignoring it to recognising its 
significance. In the 1940s, Chinese sociology even classified itself into a dichotomous 
demarcation by separating this discipline into old and new sociology. However, the 
shaping of this identity was intermpted by the arrival of communist regime. Sociology 
was abolished in the 1950s and it was not until in the 1980s, that the freshly-restored 
Chinese sociology began to fully recognise this movement and treat it as an important 
stage of introducing Marxist sociology. The fluctuation of attitude reflects the shift of 
disciplinary identity in different periods and in different political climates.
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In the 1920s, Chinese sociology and the movement shared the same task of changing 
Chinese society from weak to strong, and from chaotic to ordered. Sociology had a 
competing relationship with other ideologies such as anarchism and socialism, which 
claimed the privileged potency to save China. In contrast to those revolutionaries who 
had the purpose of overthrowing the existing society before building a new one, the 
social survey was assigned a constructive role to reveal social facts, to awaken the 
ordinary people, and to address social problems. However, whether the expected 
outcomes could be attained by the practice of social surveys in China is a question 
that needs consideration.
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Chapter 6 The Social Survey and a Problematic Chinese 
Society
The Chinese village is the empire in small, and when that has been surveyed, we shall be in a 
better condition to suggest a remedy for whatever needs amendment.
Arthur H. Smith, Village Life in China, 1899, p.5
6.1 Introduction
In the previous chapter, I discussed the disciplinary identity of Chinese sociology 
before the 1950s. Chinese sociology wanted to distinguish itself from the diversified 
ideologies which were imported from the West, and was assigned constructive duties 
in ameliorating Chinese society. The social survey was proposed to reveal social 
factors and to address social problems. However, the rise of the social survey in the 
West was embedded in the social context that the consequences of industrialization or 
urbanization would require further studies which would provide solutions. Social 
surveys in this sense refer to a modem technique which is designed to address modem 
social questions. As wamed by a native scholar, China was still in the nineteenth 
century but the imported Westem ideologies belonged to the twentieth century, so it 
was impossible to apply them in China (Yu, 1922). This raised questions about the 
compatibility of this technique for practising in China.
In this chapter, I will explore the practice of social surveys in China. My argument is 
that the practice of social surveys before the 1950s indicates an entanglement between 
sociological method as exogenous knowledge and Chinese soil as indigenous context. 
The undertaking of this method in the Chinese soil was adapted and modified to 
guarantee its compatibility. A problematic Chinese society was constmcted through 
this practice. Problems were embedded in the process of social surveys. Moreover, the 
Chinese practice of a Westem sociological approach had dual consequences. On the 
one hand, systematic and stmctured depictions of Chinese society were produced. On 
the other hand, an image of chaotic and irrational Chinese society and people was 
generated as a by-product of social surveys, and was in the form of unstmctured and
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unsystematic accounts. Again this raised questions concerning the compatibility of 
conducting social surveys in the Chinese soil, and there was always a tension between 
social surveys as a modem approach and Chinese society as a non-modem society.
This chapter consists of two sections. Firstly, an empirical description of the rise of 
the social survey in China from the 1910s to the 1940s will be offered. Initially, social 
surveys studying Chinese society were introduced and guided by foreign missionaries 
and then by native Chinese scholars independently. Secondly, I will argue that the 
practice of social surveys in China indicates an entanglement between the Westem 
technique and the Chinese situation. There are innate tensions within the process of 
practice. Through analysing the practice of social surveys, I aim to highlight the 
consequences and tensions of social surveys in the Chinese soil.
6.2 The rise o f the social survey in China from the 1910s to the 1930s
The rise of the social survey in China can be traced back to the 1910s, when China 
was in a revolutionary epoch. The practice of social surveys can be divided into two 
stages. Initially, the social survey was directed by foreign missionaries with the 
intention of remedying social pathologies, but subsequently, social surveys were 
conducted independently by native scholars. It is notable that, with both the 
missionaries and native scholars, the primary rationale offered for doing social 
surveys was the need to address social problems.
6.2.1 The early transplant
Early social surveys in China can be traced back to foreign missionary teachers who 
taught sociology at Chinese universities. These missionary teachers also played a role 
in institutionalizing sociology, and the rise of the social survey in China was 
paralleled with the establishment of sociology departments in Chinese universities.
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Table 6.1 Sociology taught in Chinese universities before 1927
Year University Organiser
1906 National Political College of No evidence
Peking
1913 Shanghai College J. A. Dealey, D. H. Kulp II, H.
S. Bucklin
1916 National University of Peking Kang Poa-Chung
1917 Tsinghua University C. G. Dittmer
1921 University of Amoy Xu Shengjin
1921 Fudan University Not mentioned
1921 Yenching University J. S. Burgess, S. A. Gamble
1927 National Central University Zhu Jingzhi
(Source: adapted from Sun Benwen, 1948)
Table 6.1 demonstrates the situation of teaching sociology in China in the early years. 
It is notable that after 1913, teaching sociology and establishing sociology 
departments gradually increased. As this table shows, foreign missionaries and 
sociology teachers played an active role in building sociology departments in China 
before the 1930s. Furthermore, these missionary teachers were also centrally involved 
in conducting social surveys.
Alongside the institutionalisation of the sociology department in universities, there 
was a salient development of social organisations which had the intention of 
conducting social surveys. The Department of Social Research in Peking was founded 
in July, 1926, and in 1929, was renamed the Institute of Social Surveys. Li Jinghan 
was the first director of this institute. As mentioned in the previous chapter, Li 
Jinghan was one of the most active native Chinese scholars in advocating social 
surveys. The funding for this institute was from the China Foundation for the 
Promotion of Education and Culture. Boxer Indemnity Funds ' were the financial 
source of this foundation. As the name indicates, the purpose of this foundation was to 
promote Chinese education and culture. Below is a description of the intention of this 
foundation:
Be devoted to the development of scientific knowledge and to the application of such
knowledge to the conditions in China through the promotion of teaching training, of
1 Boxer Indemnity Funds were paid by the Chinese government for the loss during the Boxer Uprising 
in Peking in the late of 18th century. Later, the United States government returned the funds and 
returned it to China for educational purpose. Two remissions were made by the United States. The first 
was in 1908, Tsinghua College was established for training Chinese students for the preparation of 
studying in the United States. Later Tsinghua College became Tsinghua University. The second was in 
1924, and resulted in the establishment of China Foundation of the Promotion of Education and Culture.
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scientific research, experimentation and demonstration, and training in science 
teaching, and to the advancement of cultural enterprises of a permanent character, 
such as libraries, and the like. (Cowdry, 1927, p. 150)
The Institute of Social Surveys was only one part of a grand project in helping China 
develop her education. The object of the Department of Social Research was to 
investigate social problems. There were two aspects of social surveys emphasised by 
this department after its establishment: on the one hand industrial and economic 
surveys and on the other, family and living condition surveys (Sun, 1948, p.213). The 
Institute of Social Surveys had seven objectives:
1. Investigating social problems for académie researeh.
2. Introducing foreign teehniques in surveying and researching social problems.
3. Publishing soeial survey reports as a reference for addressing soeial problems.
4. Colleeting literatures and data coneeming soeial problems for eonvenience.
5. Promoting interest in social research, encouraging professionals for praetieal 
soeial seienee study.
6. Cooperating with institutions of soeial survey for researching social problems.
7. Guiding other institutions on the undertaking of social survey. (Tao, 1933a, p.i)
Table 6.1 and 6.2 demonstrate the rise of the social survey and teaching sociology in 
China before the 1930s. The year 1914 refers to the first social survey conducted in 
China.
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Table 6.2 Soeial surveys in China from 1914-1927
Year Researcher Survey
1914-1915 Tao Menghe, J. S. 
Burgess
302 Rickshaw pullers in Peking
1917 C. G. Dittmer Family budgets of 195 families near the west suburb 
in Peking
1918-1919 J.S. Burgess, S. D. 
Gamble
Social survey of Peking
1918 D. H. Kulp II Phoenix village in South China
1922 C. B. Malone, J. B. 
Tayler
240 villages in Shandong, Jiangsu, Anhui and 
Zhejiang, etc.
1922 J. L. Buck 102 farmlands in Anhui province; 105 farmlands in 
Zhili Province
1923 H. S. Bucklin Village of Shengjiahang near Shang Hai
1923 T. C. Blaisdell, Zhu 
Jiquan, etc.
Life of carpet workers in Peking
1923 Chen Ta Family budgets of 91 families in Chengfu village; 56 
families in Xiuning, Anhui province; 141 manual 
labours at Tsinghua Univesrity.
1924-1925 S. D. Gamble, Li 
Jinghan
1000 rickshaw pullers, 200 rickshaw companies, 100 
families of rickshaw pullers
1926 Meng Tianpei, S.D. 
Gamble
Commodity price, wage and family budgets for 25 
years in Peking
1927 Zhang Binheng Commodity price and wage in Peking for 100 years; 
stores and guilds in Peking
(Source: adapted from Li Jinghan, 1927)
It is clear that most of the social surveys in the 1920s were conducted or guided by 
American missionary teachers; their religious background is reflected in the subjects 
of these surveys. They were concerned about ordinary Chinese people at the bottom 
of the society. Commodity prices, family budgets, rickshaw pullers, and carpet 
workers, were among the subjects, and poverty constitutes the major motif. However, 
when compared with poverty in the Westem context where the social survey 
originated, the difference is striking. The rise of welfare state, and the consequences 
of industrialization or urbanization, fostered the rise of the social survey in the West 
but was not applicable in the Chinese context. Furthermore, there were few village 
surveys. The difference between Chinese villages and Westem cities might provide
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the salient difference of social surveys between the two contexts. Modem welfare 
problems, such as population expansion and social problems resulting from 
urbanisation cannot be found in the Chinese context. In 1918, social survey activist 
Tao Menghe advocated that surveying village life was the most urgent priority. 
Because the Chinese foundation is based on agriculture, most of the people were 
working on the land or producing agricultural by-products. The problems of village 
life were the most pressing, much more important than the urban problems (Tao, 
1918). The Chinese situation revealed by Tao Menghe raised a question coneeming 
the subject of social surveys in China; a mral China was the major social reality for 
surveying.
Another notable fact is that only a few Chinese native scholars were mentioned in 
conducting social surveys, and most of them had graduated from British or American 
universities. Tao Menghe graduated from the London School of Economics, Li 
Jinghan studied at Califomia University and Columbia University, and Chen Ta also 
graduated from Columbia University. Tao Menghe, Chen Ta and Li Jinghan were 
active native scholars who engaged in conducting social surveys. Later, with the 
retreat of missionary social surveys in the 1930s, these native Chinese played a 
dominant role in applying survey techniques.
Among the twelve social surveys in China, Burgess and Gamble’s survey was an early 
example of replicating the American method in China. This survey imitated the 
American Springfield survey; it started in September, 1918, and was completed in 
December, 1919. It is a large scale survey and was founded by the Peking Chinese 
Young Men’s Christian Association and the Princeton University Centre in China. 
Because of this religious background, the orientation of this survey aims to improve 
social services. Burgess and Gamble indicated that:
This survey has been made with the hope of discovering the fundamental social 
conditions in Peking, the capital of the country, and of making available material 
which may be of use to the Renaissance movement, the Protestant churches and 
other movements and individuals in working out a practical expression of their 
interest in social problems and developing a social program that will influence the 
life of Peking and all of China. (Gamble et al., 1921, p.27)
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It is notable that Burgess and Gamble obviously experienced the political zeal of 
China in the 1920s. The opening words of this Peking survey mentioned that China 
was in transition. Two movements in Peking and China were discussed by them. One 
was the Renaissance Movement and the other was Protestant Christianity. The 
Renaissance Movement is another name for the May Fourth Movement. Burgess and 
Gamble commented that the motto of this movement “Save the country through 
science and democracy” had attracted the interest of young men in China on social 
questions, and the term “social reconstruction” became the most popular term among 
young Chinese (Gamble et al., 1921, p.26). However, the Renaissance Movement was 
believed to be elitist and mainly for the educated classes. Only Protestant Christianity 
was reaching all classes. It is not difficult to understand their sense of mission in 
terms of religious motivations - they are missionaries, sociology teachers, and even 
social reformers.
It is notable that Peking and Shanghai were two big Chinese cities with developed 
missionary undertakings. Social surveys by missionaries were mainly undertaken in 
these two cities or nearby regions. The survey of Peking was an epitome of these 
social surveys conducted by missionaries, which had the intention of social remedy or 
social service under religious orientation, but the academic quality was questionable. 
The motivation of studying Chinese society by missionaries before the 1930s had 
been noted by native scholars. Cai Yucong (Cai, 1931, p. 16) suggested that in order to 
disseminate religion and promote the efficiency of dissemination, missionaries were 
studying Chinese social organisations. Even though most of the courses in church 
universities were about social remedies with a religious orientation, we still cannot 
neglect their contributions in boosting Chinese education. Zhao Chengxing (Zhao, 
1936) criticised most of the social surveys for being about economics, saying that 
poverty is the easiest social problem to be perceived. And these studies were led by 
this premise rather than offering scientific explanations to social problems ^. But 
political radicals, attitudes were more hostile. Studying Chinese problems was a by­
product of the foreign capitalist invasion. Missionaries, interpreters and consuls are 
the three notable forces in studying Chinese society. They exposed China as an
* Zhao Chengxing criticized Burgess and Gamble’s survey of Peking as too general and vague, and 
claimed some statistics were false. However, Zhao Chengxing’s criticism had the purpose of 
advocating community studies in China; this approach was believed to be more advanced than general 
social surveys in the 1930s. This will be discussed in the next chapter.
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uncultivated rich soil to the capitalists. Even though studying Chinese society may 
bridge the gap between China and foreign counties, the major intention remains to 
exploit China (Tao, 1933, p.1-2). Zhao Chengxing and Tao Xisheng separately 
questioned the social surveys by missionaries from academic and political 
perspectives. The account from Tao Xisheng reflected the atmosphere of China 
towards foreigners studying Chinese society in the 1930s.
6.2.2 The self-studv of Chinese societv
The transition from translating Westem sociological books to practising sociological 
techniques was not easy. It took at least ten years after Yan Fu’s translation of Hebert 
Spencer’s work before Chinese sociology started to conduct social surveys in 1914 
and research methods were not included in the sociological curriculum until much 
later. Even though the sociology department in Yanching University was established 
in 1922, social research methods were not taught until the year of 1926, and the social 
survey activist Li Jinghan was the lecturer.
Moreover, Chinese students had a question concerning sociology taught at church 
universities. Most of the teaching materials were originally from foreign countries, 
and had nothing to do with Chinese society. Fei Xiaotong recalled his experience in 
learning sociology at a church university:
We teamed from books about Chicago gangs and Russian immigrants in America, but 
we knew very little or nothing about the Chinese gentry in the town and the peasants in 
the village, because these were not in the books. (Fei, 1945, viii)
Fei’s account indicates a gap between what had been learned and what had been 
experienced. Missionary sociology in China is a double-edged sword. On the one 
hand it ‘modernised’ Chinese sociology by establishing a sociological curriculum and 
department. In this sense, the institutionalisation of Chinese sociology had benefited 
from these activities. On the other hand, it relied heavily on Westem experiences. 
Even though, a few social surveys were conducted in the name of social remedy, they 
were infrequently conducted, and as mentioned before, had strong religious 
motivations centring on ordinary Chinese at the bottom of society.
140
On the Chinese side, due to the anxiety of perceiving Chinese national and social 
problems, sociology was assigned the role of addressing these pressing issues. Yan Fu 
who first introduced sociology into China had such intention; however, sociology for 
Yan Fu was only for Chinese elites rather than for popularisation. In 1922, a native 
scholar made an urgent proposal for Chinese education by advising that sociology and 
social problems should be taught in Chinese high schools. The pressing problem for 
Chinese students was that they did not have a connection with society. School is 
school, society is society. Yi Jiacheng (1922) suggested that students would benefit 
fi'om learning sociology and social problems, and proposed a detailed method for the 
students to study social problems. Teachers should guide them to find social problems 
from specific literatures and newspapers, sometimes a special edition may record 
some emergent incidents. Furthermore, because sociology is not only a theoretical 
course, it has a practical dimension and field observation is important for students to 
know the real society. Moreover, Yi Jiacheng complained about the textbooks in 
China which have many limitations:
Monographic books about social problems are limited to discussing the special 
situation within one country or one location. Or social problems are not all-inclusive, 
but emphasis is on one problem, neglecting the others. Looking to the West, East, North, 
South, past and now, there is no such book available for us to follow. (Yi, 1922, p. 15)
This account implies that social problems are nationally based and Chinese society 
has its own problems. In the 1930s, this attitude became popular among native 
scholars. Through a study of sociological courses taught in China, Xu Shilian (Xu, 
1934) pointed out that the most difficult issue for teaching sociology in China was the 
lack of local textbooks. The majority of schools in China had to copy foreign 
textbooks. But in Europe and America, social problems were generated fi*om 
industrialisation and commercialisation, whereas China still remained at the period of 
handcraft production. Social problems in China were definitely different and these 
differences required Chinese teachers to guide their students to conduct field studies. 
In this sense, the gap between China and the West was perceived in terms of 
productive capacity. The image of an undeveloped Chinese society was consolidated 
by this classification. This consciousness furthered the understanding of sociology in 
the 1930s. Imported sociology was believed to be a scientific knowledge or discipline.
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and its functions were charming to the Chinese. However, Chinese sociology had to 
confront its own particular situation, which was not told in textbooks.
The increasing awareness of the different situation between China and the West 
resulted in the self-studying of Chinese society. In the 1930s, there were many social 
surveys independently conducted by native scholars, which represented the highest 
standard of that time. The rise of this trend on the one hand was an achievement of the 
continued influence of sociology taught at church universities. Chinese students who 
had mastered sociological skills were capable of practising what they have learned. 
On the other hand, the indigenous consciousness that arose from the different 
situation between China and the West began to drive the native sociologists to free 
themselves from foreign textbooks and to go into the Chinese field.
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Table 6.3 Social surveys in China from 1929-1937
Year* Researcher Survey
1929 Li Jinghan 164 households near Peking’s suburb
1930 Tao Menghe Livelihood in Peking
1930 Ling Songhe Labours in Tanggu
1930 Yang Ximeng Labours in Shanghai
1930 Yenching Univesity Survey of Qinghe town, Peking
1932 Shi Yuahou, Liu Xinquan Survey of coal miners in ZhongXing colliery 
in Shangdong province
1933 Li Jinghan Survey of Ding county
1934 Qiao Qiming Village in Chunhua town, Jiangning county
1934 Liu Baoheng Living conditions of the rickshaw pullers in 
Shanghai
1934 Institute of Social Research in 
Lingnan
The Dan people in Shanan
1934 Zhu Hanzhang Survey of Siyang county
1935 Wu Ruiling Survey of the phoenix village in Guangdong
1935 Yan Xinzhe Report of rural households, Tushan town, 
Jiangning county
1937 Chen Ta Overseas Chinese in Southeast Asia and 
Fujian an Guangdong communities
1937 Statistic Office of Guangxi General situation of Nanning
* The year here refers to the date of publication; their field work may be earlier than this date
(Source: adapted from Sun Benwen, 1948)
Table 6.3 indicates social surveys conducted by native scholars independently in the 
1930s. As a matter of fact, there were numerous surveys conducted in the 1930s. It is 
impossible to list them all. The source was adapted from Sun Benwen’s (1948) 
monograph The Contemporary Sociology in China. According to Sun Benwen, a 
leading figure who had experienced the entire development of Chinese sociology 
before the 1950s, these surveys were recognised by Chinese sociologists of that time 
and were very representative.
This table shows that, labour studies, household studies, rickshaw pullers and family 
budgets still caught the eye of native scholars; it seemed impossible for native
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scholars who had been students of church universities and were influenced by their 
missionary teachers to be able to choose a completely different path in conducting 
social surveys. The only difference might be the weakening of religious orientations.
There was a trend for surveying Chinese counties. The scale of such surveys was 
larger than those conducted by the former missionary sociologists and required more 
resources and energy. Li Jinghan’s social survey of Ding County is a landmark in the 
history of Chinese sociology and social surveys. The planned duration for this survey 
was one year, but it finally it took seven years to complete. The entire process 
provides valuable information for understanding the practice of the social survey in 
China.
Furthermore, it is notable that some surveys were conducted by academic or 
governmental institutes rather than by individuals: The Statistics Office, a 
governmental bureau in Guangxi province and Institute of Social Research in Lingnan, 
Guangdong Province, for example. Other notable features included the study of 
minority groups and overseas Chinese. These studies enriched the content of social 
surveys. Furthermore, Qinghe was set up as an experimental region by the sociology 
department at Yenching University. This region is near a suburb of Peking and 
students fi*om this department were able to do field work and provide social services 
for local people. The establishment of Qinghe as an experimental region and it is 
remarkable that Chinese sociology connected itself to the field. Later it became an 
important field for applying community studies.
In 1937, the war between Japan and China broke out and universities in big cities 
were disrupted by this war. Even though sociological studies were not totally 
discontinued, most native scholars escaped into remote cities or areas in Southwest 
and Northwest China which had not been occupied by Japanese armies.
144
Table 6.4 Monographs of social surveys published from 1911-1949
Year Author Title
1927 Cai Yucong Principle and Methods of Social surveys
1927 Fan Hong Methods of Social Surveys
1931 Yu Engde Methods of Social Surveys
1930 Li LiuXi Social Surveys and Statistics in Towns
1932 LI Jinghan The Necessity of Social Surveys in Today’s China
1933 Li Jinghan Methods of Field Surveys
1944 Li Jinghan Social Surveys
1933 Yan Xinzhe Methods of Social Surveys
1933 Yan Xinzhe Principles of Social Surveys
1933 Yan Xinzhe Social Surveys
1933 Lei Chenglin Summary of Social Surveys
1935 Chen Yifu Social Surveys and Statistics (two volumes)
1936 Wen Zhongliang Applied Social Surveys
1936 Zhang Meigu Social Surveys
1940 Li Liuxi Social surveys
1941 Li Liuxi Questionnaires of Social Surveys
1942 Zheng Guangban Tutorial of Social Surveys
1942 unkown Need to Know in Social Surveys
1942 PuKai Survey Methods
1944 Shi Kejing Survey Methods
1944 Chen Ta Social Surveys (Major Methods)
1944 Wang Long Principles of Social Surveys
1946 Zhang Shuangkun Understanding and Methods of Social Surveys
1947 Deng Zhenshu Summary of Social Surveys
1948 Huang Fuyan Practical Social Surveys
unknown Guo Maolian Principles of Social Surveys
(Source: adapted from Beijing Library, 1995, Bibliography o f Republic o f China: 1911-1949)
Table 6.4 lists the monographs regarding social surveys published during the 
Republican period from 1911 to 1949. The majority of books were published in the 
1930s and the 1940s, and most of the listed monographs were general and for 
introductory purposes. Some authors did not have the title of sociologist which 
implies that conducing social surveys was not exclusive to professional sociologists. 
Among the authors, Li Jinghan, Yan Xinzhe and Chen Ta were active Chinese 
sociologists in advocating and conducting social surveys before the 1950s. The three 
pioneers of conducting field survey in China are Tao Menghe, Li Jinghan and Chen Ta 
(Sun, 1948, p.223).
6.3 The practice o f social survey and a problematic Chinese society
In this section, I consolidate my argument that social surveys in the Chinese context 
cannot be regarded solely as an academic activity in collecting empirical information
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from the field and generating rational results. The use of social surveys in the Chinese 
soil implies some innate tensions between two different situations and cultures, and 
the tension here refers to the entanglement between Westem imported knowledge and 
Chinese local situations.
I suggest that the practice of social survey in China can be seen to generate double 
products. The first product is a stmctured and systematic description of Chinese 
society, which includes tabulations and photos: the formal findings of the study. The 
second product comprises more informal kinds of data including some direct 
impressions and experiences generated from undertaking social surveys in the field: 
the literature is also of interest in that it presents a chaotic and irrational image of 
Chinese society and people.
6.3.1 The content o f social surveys
There are two major features of social surveys by Chinese sociologists in the 1930s; 
firstly, most were descriptive rather than explanatory. And secondly, their content was 
relatively fixed. The fixed content implies a classification which had theoretical and 
methodological significance in building a taxonomic system of a Chinese society.
In detail, even though there was a strong orientation towards revealing and addressing 
social problems, social surveys in the 1930s were dominated by social description in 
terms of methodology, which applied the approach of gathering information according 
to some fixed survey outlines. The stmctured and systematic description of Chinese 
society was generated with the guidance of these outlines. Moreover, considered from 
the perspective of methodology, these outlines constitute a taxonomic system as well 
as social indicators which converted the abstract concept of Chinese society to some 
empirical aspects.
Table 6.5 is a demonstration of the content of social surveys. Five cases have been 
selected from Table 6.3, which is adapted from Sun Benwen’s (1948) monograph in 
introducing Chinese sociology before the 1950s. Fifteen surveys were listed by Sun 
Benwen from 1929 to 1937. And he believed that these surveys were important
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contributions made by native scholars. However, his list was too general and it did not 
focus on the surveys conducted exclusively by sociologists. Thus, I have extracted 
five cases fi"om the fifteen surveys for illustrative purposes. There are three criteria for 
the extraction. The first of these was that they should be social surveys conducted by 
the native sociologists rather than by governmental agencies, and the emphasis here 
was on Chinese sociology. Secondly, fieldwork should be conducted in the Chinese 
villages or counties. This standard excluded a few minority and overseas Chinese 
studies. Lastly, they had considerable influence in Chinese sociology and represented 
the highest achievement.
Table 6.5 The content of Chinese social surveys
Year Researcher Survey Content
1929 Li Jinghan Households near a Peking suburb Village summary, population and 
family, family income, life and 
consumption, others such as 
health, education, custom and habit.
1933 Li Jinghan Survey o f Ding county Geography, history, local government 
and other organisations, population, 
education, health, living budget o f the 
peasant, rural entertainment, custom, 
religion, taxation, governmental 
budget, agriculture, industry and 
commerce, private borrowing, natural 
disaster, war loss.
1934 Qiao Qiming Village in Jiangning county Geographical and cultural envirorunent, 
village organisations, economics, 
education, religion, social life 
(entertaimnent), polities.
1935 Wu Ruiling; 
Huang Englian
Survey o f the phoenix village Family and population, family income, 
village organisations, education, 
economic situation, custom, 
entertainment, health, religion, ballads.
1935 Yan Xinzhe Households in Jiangning county Local situation, family population, 
property and income, living budget, 
others such as education, health, religion, 
comparison o f rural living condition 
between different Chinese locales.
Table 6.5 indicates the typical content of social surveys. Households, villages or 
counties were the key focus of the five cases; the content of these surveys had the 
trend of convergence in that some of them were overlapping. Usually they started 
with a description of the natural and social environments, followed by education.
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agriculture, industry, health, religion, custom, entertainment. Furthermore, an 
overview of the Chinese village or the county was as a final report of the social survey. 
However, this overview did not mean the surveys were crude: they contained detailed 
information about the condition of the field.
Attention should also be drawn to the fact that these surveys showed signs of having 
imitated the American Springfield survey in 1918. Earlier, this imitation was found 
from surveys directed by missionaries. Below is a table that demonstrates the 
similarity of content of social surveys between Springfield and two early duplications: 
the survey of Peking by Gamble and Burgess, and the survey of Shengjiahang, a 
village near Shanghai city, guided by Bucklin and conducted by his Chinese 
colleagues and students. Both were said to imitate the Springfield survey in China.
Table 6.6 The role example of social surveys
Year Researcher Survey Content
1918 Harrison Springfield Survey General facts, public schools, care o f  mental 
defectives, recreation, bousing, cbarities, 
industrial conditions, public bealtb, tbe 
correctional system, city and county 
administration.
1921 Gamble and 
Burgess
Peking Survey History, geography, government, population, 
bealtb, education, commercial life, 
recreation, tbe social evil, poverty and 
philanthropy, prisons. Ten Sbib Kou District, 
my nearest neighbours in Peking, church 
survey, religious work, Peking community 
service group
1924 Bucklin Sbenjiabang Survey Family, religious life, local administration and 
punishment, education. Agriculture, industry 
and commerce, public bealtb, entertaimnent, 
bousing
The content of social surveys implies the observation of society can be outlined in 
different categories. A taxonomic understanding and interpretation of Chinese society 
was formulated through the formation of these social indicators. As a consequence, 
the structured and systematic interpretations of Chinese society via social surveys 
share a standard template, which contains fixed content. It is notable that some native 
researchers even proposed the design of a standard social survey.
Li Jinghan’s (1933) Methods o f Field Survey is an introductory book of research 
methods. The last chapter presents an “outline of social surveys at the county scale”. 
This outline is not designed for a specific Chinese county, but is an ideal type for all
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Chinese counties. This outline is composed of fifteen items: geography, history, 
population, kinship, politics, education, health, entertainment, religion, custom, 
welfare, transportation, agriculture, industry, commerce. Each item was classified into 
detailed sub-set of items. The entire project was intensive and massive. This kind of 
social survey is general and all-inclusive. It requires huge human and material 
resources. The Survey o f Ding County (1933 [2005]) for instance, is the first survey on 
the scale of one Chinese county. And current Chinese sociology regards this survey as 
a milestone. Originally the duration of this survey was planned for one year, but 
eventually it took seven years to complete.
As a pioneer of studying rural sociology in China, Yang Kaidao’s (1930) village 
survey exhibits the same features. He presented a general outline of rural surveys, 
which included seventeen items. They are general introduction, history, physical 
condition, population, family life, kinship, agriculture, family organisations, 
cultivated land, profession, economic conditions, custom, educational condition, 
health, entertainment, village politics, religious condition, village leaders. Like Li 
Jinghan’s outline, there is intensive content under each item. The physical condition 
includes terrain, size, latitude and longitude, temperature, humidity, wind, rainfall, 
hoarfrost, snow, hailstone, fog, mountain, river, lake, wild animals, etc. A complete 
social survey should rest on this taxonomic system. This relatively standard template 
became a guide for the social survey amongst native researchers in the 1930s.
Large scale social surveys became a pursuit of Chinese sociology before the 1950s. 
Substituting the traditional county annals for county surveys became a proposal for 
native scholar. Wu Jingchao (1933) believed that the survey of Ding County 
represented an exemplar for improving or completely replacing the county annals. He 
made a sharp comparison between the county annals and the survey of Ding County. 
The former was composed of some poems, some introductions to scenic spots, and 
stories of the loyal servants, etc. This kind of information was seen as too simple and 
irrelevant to the social facts. However, the survey of Ding County had seventeen 
chapters and each chapter refers to one aspect of the social conditions: geography, 
history, local government and other organisations, population, education, health, 
living budget of the peasant, rural entertainment, custom, religion, taxation, 
governmental budget, agriculture, industry and commerce, folk debit, natural disaster,
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war loss. For Wu Jingchao, a survey which included these aspects could be regarded 
as an example for imitation by the other two thousand Chinese counties.
Besides having a relatively fixed content, which implied a particular taxonomy of 
Chinese society, all the social surveys in table 6.5 formulate their findings in a similar 
way. Presentation of the content mainly relies on two approaches: narrating the local 
situation in detail and tabulating the quantitative data. On the one hand, general facts 
such as geographical and historical situations relied on qualitative narratives. 
Sometimes, a brief map of the local society will be offered to introduce the place. On 
the other hand, tabulations in different styles were used to describe the social life of 
Chinese people. It is notable that the surveys rarely used sampling to generate data or 
deduce the total, but attempted to get data on the whole population. However, 
tabulating local society by offering quantitative description denotes a scientific and 
even revolutionary approach. This approach was different from the traditional way of 
producing purely verbal descriptions in the county annals, the approach favoured by 
native scholars at that time. The milestone and also the most successful social survey 
in China before the 1950s, The Survey o f Ding County (Li, 1933 [2005]), for example, 
presented an all-inclusive picture about a county in Northern China. The format of the 
published report includes a total of 340 tabulations and 68 photos for additional 
introduction. It was regarded as a role example and alternative approach that could 
replace the county annals. In addition, Yan Xinzhe’s (1935) household survey not only 
presents a quantitative description of a small country in Eastern China, but also makes 
reference to some statistical data from existing surveys such as Ding County and 
Households in Peking suburb for comparison.
Nevertheless, in drawing an exhaustive picture of one Chinese village or county, the 
social survey’s orientation of addressing social problems became blurred. Although 
China before the 1950s was in a revolutionary epoch, and this technique was assigned 
a political role of remedying China, the original political zeal that motivated the use 
of social surveys became lost as they were carried out on Chinese field. The historical 
origin of social surveys in Britain was due to the consequences of industrialisation; 
without such a context the rise of the social survey in China took an utterly different 
route. The contents of social surveys were all-inclusive and detailed, but there was no 
clue that these surveys in practice had attained their political goals. The function of
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social surveys as believed by native scholars should include diagnosing social 
problems and offering prescriptions. However, researchers lost sight of the social 
problems they were supposed to be addressing.
The history indicates that the native researchers were enmeshed in the Chinese 
situation when conducting social surveys, and some vivid images were produced 
along with these practices. Chinese social surveyors were usually trained in advance 
before they could enter the field. However, because there were obstacles to collecting 
data directly from questionnaires, different strategies were developed in the field to 
make surveys possible. For example, in Tao Menghe’s (1933) study of living cost in 
Beijing, empirical data was collected from daily expenditure. However, surveyors 
could not obtain answers directly from asking the informants to provide written daily 
accounts, because most of the informants were illiterate. Surveyors would therefore 
help the informants to produce daily accounts, and try to remove their suspicion in 
relation to this sensitive issue. The surveyors became informal accountants in Chinese 
families. In the aforementioned survey of Ding county, even though data were 
collected by questionnaires, surveyors had a “visitor’s conversation table” which was 
re-titled from the “household survey”. It was believed that the new name was less 
sensitive and more acceptable to the local people.
There were therefore some obvious tensions in the Chinese context. The following 
sections will look further at the tensions generated by the encounters between native 
researchers and the researched behind the tabulation of social conditions.
6.3.2 Chinese problems and countermeasures
Understanding Chinese social survey before the 1950s should not rely solely on the 
first product. The second product is composed of comments, experiences and 
impressions from native surveyors and constitutes an indispensable part of practising 
social surveys in the Chinese context, which has considerable value for us to 
understand the history of Chinese social surveys and sociology. Moreover, this 
indispensable part reveals the particularities of Chinese social surveys and even 
Chinese society. The particularities represent the Chinese experience in practising this
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Western imported technique - social surveys. They are in parallel with the previously 
mentioned structured and systematic social descriptions.
The most direct experience is the actual difficulties generated from the process of 
social surveys, and these difficulties were discussed by native scholars (Li, 1926b, 
1930, 1933; Yang, 1930; Zhang, 1934; Yan, 1935a). Among these difficulties, the 
most annoying issue was the distrust between the informants and the surveyors, and 
the distrust was bidirectional. On the one hand, informants did not believe the 
surveyor. On the other hand, the surveyor had a suspicious attitude toward the answer 
from the informant. Native scholars had to adapt their project or develop some tactics 
to address this issue of distrust.
In contrast, S. D. Gamble and J. S. Burgess who imitated the Springfield survey in 
Peking, said that their survey was welcomed by the Chinese, and with no obstacles. 
Respondents were happy to cooperate with them. Local officials offered great help; 
businessmen and others answered numerous detailed questionnaires (Gamble et al., 
1921, p.xiv). Native surveyors experienced the opposite response. Li Jinghan (1933) 
listed sixteen difficulties.
These sixteen difficulties include: the lack of professionals; the lack of reference 
books; the uncooperative attitude among the public and private agencies; the fear and 
distrust of Chinese; the chaos of measurement unites; the difference between Chinese; 
the diversified languages; the Chinese habit of vagueness; the Chinese habit of being 
unresponsive; the Chinese habit of disorderly manners; the inaccuracy of language; 
concern about saving face; indifferent attitude towards the society; no efficiency in 
daily life; the habit of perfunctoriness; the answer is not complete. Li Jinghan held a 
radical view concerning these difficulties. From language complexity to evil habits, 
both Chinese society and Chinese people were problematic according to his account. 
Li Jinghan even claimed that Chinese tradition and culture should be overthrown (Li 
Jinghan, 1933, pp.30-35).
Besides the lack of professionals and reference books, the uncooperative attitude of 
the public and private agencies in China and the fear and suspicion from the Chinese 
people constituted the two most prominent difficulties. The fear and distrust had five
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aspects. The first of these was that Chinese people had suffered a lot from war and 
chaos, and had learned to prevaricate. The second was the bankruptcy of 
governmental credibility. After the Republican time, people lost their faith in the local 
government. Harsh duties and the risk of being pressed into the army became too 
common. People were afraid that catastrophe would come when asked about the 
number of family members or the size of cultivated lands. Thirdly, Chinese ordinary 
people failed to understand the significance of the social survey because it was 
unprecedented in China, and the benefit relevant to them was indirect, invisible, 
untouchable and intangible. Fourthly, people lied deliberately. Sometimes they 
describe a worse situation for earning help from charity and in others they described a 
better situation to save face. Last is misunderstanding of the question. When asked 
about how much meat was consumed, they thought it was a joke, because for some 
families meat is never affordable (Li, 1933, pp.30-31).
Complaints were only one dimension of this distrust. The image of surveyors was 
suspicious to the ordinary Chinese too. Zhang Shiweng (1934) introduced his 
experience in a Chinese village:
The local people have diverse suspicions about us. Some believed that we are 
missionaries. Others supposed that we are sent by the government for investigating the 
cultivated land and population, and then collecting tax. Still others thought that we are 
hired by foreign countries for information gathering. They had so many strange ideas 
about us. This situation changed after we held lectures, parties frequently, and built a 
relationship with the assistant of the village head. Peasants eventually started to believe 
us, and there are increasingly harmonious relations between the peasants and us. 
(Zhang, 1934, pp. 15-16)
Many scholars mentioned the suspicion of the local people. Their major worry was 
that the local government would take advantage of their information for taxation or 
conscription. In a study of the living budgets of Peking’s labouring households, Tao 
Menghe (1933) suggested that the most difficult and sensitive problems were to gain 
trust from the labouring families. The workers had their own reason to reject the 
surveyors. They were afraid that this survey might be the first step of increasing 
taxation, because the Peking government frequently had levied exorbitant taxes. Or
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they were afraid the researchers might be communists for information gathering. In 
order to reduce suspicion, the surveyor should initially properly explain the nature and 
significance of this survey to the workers (Tao, 1933, pp.2-3).
Yang Kaidao (1930) provided a vivid depiction of the meeting between Chinese 
peasants and surveyors. Even though there was no detailed temporal or spatial context 
for this depiction, it has established a stereotypical image that depicts the encounter 
between Chinese peasants and the surveyors.
Why do they ask our birthday? Why do they want to know our date of marriage? Why 
do they ask the size of our cultivated land? Why do they ask the number of our ox or 
sheep? Are they out of mind? Or they have other intentions? Increasing the taxation? 
Are they Communists? No! We should never let them enter into our rooms! We should 
never tell the truth! Then they will be unable to increase taxation and share our 
properties^. (Yang, 1930, pp.20-21)
Here, the role of Chinese peasants was called into question by Yang Kaidao, and a 
negative image of Chinese peasants was presented. Yang Kaidao even chose the word 
“simple minded with limited knowledge” (Yang, 1930, p.23) to describe Chinese 
peasants. He believed that it was impossible to persuade all the peasants to understand 
the value of social surveys and social reform in China, but it would be a step forward 
if they did not hinder the undertaking of social survey.
Confronting the unavoidable Chinese situation and its problems, native scholars had 
to make adjustments in order to make the social survey possible in the Chinese 
context. They developed some special methods to build trust between the surveyor 
and the local people.
According to the experience from the first published social survey in the Chinese 
language in 1924^, H.S. Bucklin and his Chinese colleagues had to adapt their 
approach before they could contact Chinese informants. Researchers either had a 
close relation with this village or were assisted by local people. One of the surveyors
'Communism in Chinese literally signifies the meaning of the coownership of properties.
^The book is Social survey: The real situation o f shenjiahang. The survey was directed by Bucklin and 
edited by Zhang Jingyu.
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used to be a director in a local primary school, and he was able to provide access to 
the local families with the help of his students. Others were accessed with help from 
the local administrator, village head, or primary school teacher. Only one surveyor 
directly surveyed the villagers, and this was the most difficult approach in comparison 
with the others. Another notable fact is that they found it was impossible to ask the 
villagers to complete the questionnaires by themselves, and it was only through 
informal conversations that they were able to obtain the information.
In order to dispel the suspicion, one practical approach was to hold parties in different 
forms to build the relation between the surveyor and the informant. Below is an 
account concerning the way the trust was built via diversified activities.
Before the survey, the male student invited the village policemen and village leaders to 
have a tea party. The students introduced the purpose of this survey to them to avoiding 
misunderstandings. Both of them were accepted to offer help. A week later there was a 
friendship party for the villagers. Nearly one hundred villagers participated in this party. 
Students performed singing and dancing for them. Moreover, villagers were invited to 
travel to Yenching University and were guided by the students. Furthermore, two 
female students were sent to be voluntary teachers in the primary school of that village. 
A villager was introduced by one student to see a doctor in Yenching University. The 
relation between the students and the villagers was closer and this was helpful for the 
survey. (Li, 1933, pp. 1-2)
This survey was directed by Li Jinghan, and surveyors were students fi-om Yenching 
University. The subject of this survey is rural households near a Peking suburb. It is 
notable that the influence of interactions between the surveyors and the informants 
was not considered by the researchers, but the possibility of the survey was attributed 
to these interactions. Only as a result of these interactions, villagers were willing to 
allow the students to knock on their door. This might be a particular Chinese 
experience that the surveyors have to build a relationship with their informants; if not 
all the informants, at least they should develop a good relation with some key persons 
such as village heads or police officials. The social survey in Li Jinghan’s case 
transcended the boundary of pure information gathering. Surveyors even became 
teachers in helping the villagers. In 1935, during a social survey in Phoenix village 
South China, the same thing happened. Two surveyors had to teach in the local school
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to build relations with the students and their parents, and to make social surveys 
possible.
Another case is from Yan Xinzhe (1935b) and his study of rural families in Jiang 
Ning county. Before the survey was conducted, a campfire was held for the peasants 
and the local administrators. There were about 700 participants. In order to reduce 
suspicion, lectures were given by the organizer, a representative of the village head, 
local police official, and primary teacher separately to explain the significance of 
social surveys. After the lectures, games and performances were offered to add to the 
fun. Some local peasants also participated in the performance of singing songs. It was 
believed that these activities were beneficial for gaining support from the peasants.
These difficulties were common during the survey, and some tactics were 
standardized and introduced in textbooks for guiding the native surveyors. Yu Engde 
(Yu, 1931) in his Methods o f Social Surveys listed seven approaches in contacting the 
local people:
Firstly, invite the local leaders to a tea party, illustrating the purpose and significance 
of social survey to them. This is the first step to avoid misunderstandings. Secondly, 
offer assistance to the local common school. In some cases where there are no 
common schools, surveyors should establish a school and play the role of teacher, 
because it is a chance for meeting the students and their parents. Thirdly, establish a 
local clinic, hiring one nurse and providing free service for the local people: through 
this, get to know the parents of the patient. Fourthly, establish a reading room, 
offering some newspapers and magazines. Make contact with the knowledgeable local 
people. Fifthly, advertising campaigns are required to arouse the public interest, and 
organizing some activities such as exhibition, tea party, amusement gathering, etc, 
would build harmonious relations with the local people. Sixthly, some information 
might be obtained through some mediators who know the informants. Lastly, the best 
way to build the personal relationship is to help the local people address private 
difficulties.
Even though different methods were applied to reduce suspicion according to the 
local situations, some adjustments were required to assure the completion of surveys.
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Considering these aforementioned cases, the most salient feature of social surveys in 
China is that the native researcher and surveyor should become involved in the local 
affairs in practical ways. This involvement did not raise any methodological questions 
among Chinese sociologists, but were regarded only as tactics in finding the facts 
about Chinese society.
To make a brief summary, the practice of social surveys demonstrates the 
entanglement between a Western imported sociological technique and the Chinese 
situation. Within the entire process, native scholars stood in a cultural privileged 
position to offer interpretations concerning Chinese peasants and society. As a result, 
a problematic Chinese society was consolidated by the “difficulties” firom social 
surveys and the “distrust” from the peasants.
6.3.3 Common defects and three kinds of Chinese people
Li Jinghan is a pioneer of publicising social surveys in China. Early in 1926, he 
published a review titled “The Common Defects of Chinese People”. Diagnosing 
Chinese people here became a by-product of the social survey: social surveys should 
make contact with many people and “attention should be drawn on their characters 
and habits” (Li, 1926b, p.488). He made a complaint about his failure in obtaining 
precise empirical information fi*om Chinese people. Chinese people were believed by 
him to have some common defects. They have a habit of offering vague answers, and 
they do not have any ideas about what is precision. Li Jinghan worried about these 
common defects:
If these common defects are continued, our social survey will be considerably disturbed, 
and even our national spirit will be influenced. Furthermore, it is not appropriate for 
these people to manage cars, trains, and some dangerous machines. (Li, 1926, P.490)
The opposite counterparts of these common defects are scientific, rational, and precise. 
Chinese people lack these characteristics. Through social surveys, Chinese people 
were categorised into a dichotomous taxonomic system by Li Jinghan. However, this 
taxonomic system was not generated from the outcome of social surveys, but was 
from the process of social surveys, the direct experience of making contact with the
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informants. In this sense, social surveys in the Chinese soil helped diagnose the 
defects of Chinese people.
It is notable that this taxonomic system was not a finding of the survey, but derived 
from perceptions about Chinese society and people generated fi’om the process of 
practicing survey methods. Here I consolidate my argument that the social survey 
should not be regarded as merely a technique in collecting empirical information fi*om 
the society. In the Chinese context, this modem technique has the nature of otherness 
in China. When the surveyors wanted to look for a precise answer from the Chinese 
respondent, his or her failure strengthened the ‘defects’ of Chinese peoples, who are 
indifferent and vague in articulations.
In the history of Chinese social surveys, Yan Kaidao (1930) offered a famous 
definition of Chinese peasants. For him, the politics of social surveys is that this 
method should play the role of revealing the social facts, diagnosing social disease, 
and offering prescriptions. However, when practised, tremendous resistance emerged. 
Yang Kaidao classified ‘three kinds of Chinese people” in the village. The first of 
these was wakeful Chinese. They are the centres in the village, and also provide the 
motivation for reforming the village. They are responsible for publicising social 
surveys in the village. They know the diseases in the village which require diagnosing 
and curing, but they do not know the cause of the disease, and thus could not offer 
any prescriptions. However, they understand the power of the social survey and 
village reform. Secondly, people with thinking lags. They know nothing about the 
social condition, but have weak consciousness that social problems require addressing. 
Under this situation, the wakeful Chinese should beat the side dmm for letting them 
understand the significance and value of the social survey for boosting village reform. 
Sometimes, the wakeful Chinese should be borrowed from the neighbouring villages 
when there is no such person in the village. The third kind of Chinese refers to the 
majority of Chinese peasants. They are indifferent and know nothing about social 
reform. They have limited knowledge and are busy in their own business. The 
helplessness expressed by Yang Kaidao is that it is time-and energy-consuming to 
persuade them to understanding the significance of the social survey. Therefore, Yang 
Kaidao says, we beg for understanding, not to hinder surveys, nor to leave a message 
about the boringness of social surveys, and to have the tmth from eighty or ninety
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percent of the informants. Our job should be regarded as successful and effective 
(Yang, 1930, p.20). It is not difficult to note Yang Kaidao’s elite standpoint. He even 
applied the word ‘simple minded’ to describe the majority of Chinese peasants. Social 
surveys here again helped native researchers in identifying and categorising their 
fellow citizens.
The diagnosis of Chinese people for their ‘common defects’ and ‘three kinds of 
Chinese people’ was generated from practicing the Western modem technique - the 
social survey. The practice of social survey indicates that besides the social 
description of Chinese society in the form of stmctured and systematic tabulations, 
there are interpretations from direct experience, within which a static, lagging, 
irrational image of Chinese people and society was taking shape.
6.3.4 The qualification of Chinese survevors
The difficulties in conducting social surveys also led to a consequence in defining 
qualified social surveyors, and some basic qualifications were proposed by native 
scholars to counter the difficulties which emerged in social surveys. These proposals 
also represent the Chinese adaption of social surveys to conform to the particularity of 
Chinese people and Chinese society. Furthermore, the qualification of Chinese 
surveyors presented an image of a perfect Chinese people.
Confronting the Chinese situation, among native scholars, the diagnosis or complaints 
of the Chinese informants and the requirements of the Chinese surveyors were in 
parallel. Li Jinghan (1925) proposed that based on the difficulties in the Chinese 
situation, a qualified social surveyor should have sixteen characteristics:
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Table 6.7 Qualifications of surveyor
Qualification Instruction
powers of discrimination The ability to tell tmth from falsehood because Chinese often give 
vague answers.
honesty Surveyor should record the facts.
Mental ability The ability to find tmth from difficulties.
language ability Surveyor knows how to ask questions informants are able to 
understand.
well-organised Reports should be reliable, detailed and in a neat form.
good memory During the survey there is no chance for instant reeording, so a 
good memory is required
patience Surveys are often rejected by the informants; surveyor should 
have the perseverance to continue.
sympathy If the surveyor is sympathetic, the survey will be easier.
sense of humour Humour may reduce the feeling of boredom during the survey.
humility This ability is likely to make a good impression on the informants.
vivacity People like talking to enthusiastic surveyors.
a natural manner Natural attitude and behaviour will dispel suspicion.
civility Civility will earn respect from the informants.
endurance Fieldwork is a tough job, so a strong body is required.
regular appearance Personal appearance gives a strong impression. A surveyor who is 
odd-looking will be perceived as incapable.
education University graduates are competent. Students who learned 
economics, sociology, statistics, and psychology are better.
(Source: adapted from Li Jinghan, 1925)
Besides Li Jinghan, there are other scholars who offered proposals concerning 
qualified Chinese surveyors. Cai Yucong (1927) endorsed Li Jinghan’s proposals. Fu 
Sijie (1930) suggested that social surveyors in rural studies should also meet the 
demand of some relevant educational backgrounds. Surveyors, in addition, should 
reach four standards. The first of these is honesty and sincerity, and with strong body. 
Second is that one should understand the significance of social surveys. Thirdly, the 
surveyor should master the local language and know the local situation. Lastly is that 
one has experience in social surveys. Zhang Shiwen (1934) pointed out that selecting
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social surveyors is much more complex than selecting statisticians. Statisticians only 
are required to have some basic mathematic skills, but social surveyors should reach 
ten standards. Some of the standards overlapped with the qualifications proposed by 
Li Jinghan. Hiring the local people to play the role of surveyor is highlighted by 
Zhang Shiweng, and there are five advantages: the first of these is that the local 
people understand the local language and customs. More importantly, the inevitable 
suspicions would be dispelled. Secondly, local people are familiar with the local 
situation. It is convenient that some information may be obtained without surveying. 
Thirdly, the local people should have relatives and close friends, they are likely to 
offer help in collecting some information which is difficult to collect. Fourthly, local 
people, especially these who used to be teachers in primary school or assistants of the 
village head, make the survey easier. Lastly, local people reside in the local areas. 
They have the geographic facility to study the local society of their own after the 
survey. Because surveyors defined by Zhang Shiwen are mainly for rural surveys, one 
of the standards is that the surveyor should have some farming skills, as this 
knowledge would be helpful during the survey.
It is notable that most of the qualifications have the purpose of countering difficulties 
that emerged from the social survey. In 1933, Li Jinghan listed sixteen difficulties in 
conducting a social survey, and suggested that the Chinese national characteristics are 
the major reason for these difficulties. Considering these Chinese ‘common defects’ 
(Li, 1926) classified Chinese people into dichotomous categories; the social survey in 
China was not solely producing empirical descriptions of Chinese society, it even 
became a framework to judge the entire Chinese culture, and finally an irrational and 
unscientific of image of China was consolidated. This framework started to take shape 
during the process of conducting social surveys, and it implies the entanglement of 
Western techniques and Chinese situations. Native scholars were deeply mired in the 
Chinese situation. They had the political zeal of reforming China and addressing 
social problems, but they found that they were not welcomed by the society. Through 
these practices, Chinese people were diagnosed on the one hand, but on the other hand, 
as a salient consequence, the qualifications of surveyor were endowed with a new 
meaning in which an image of a perfect Chinese was reflected.
The qualifications or standards of social surveyors reflect the Chinese context where
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the social survey happened. Conversely, the Chinese situation required native scholars 
to make adaptations. The entire process implies that social surveys as a practice in 
China were not solely the work of empirical study. They helped to shape the 
characteristics of both the Chinese people and the social researcher. In the 1930s the 
two were seen, by native scholars, to be in sharp contrast.
6.4 Conclusion
The Chinese experience of social survey indicates that the foreign sociological 
method could not be imitated fully in the Chinese context. The differences can be 
found not only in the origin, they also penetrated the entire process. This raises a 
question concerning the compatibility of Western social sciences with non-Westem 
contexts. Social surveys in the Chinese soil had to adapted and modified to comply 
with the indigenous soil before this approach could be undertaken by native 
researchers. More importantly, this chapter demonstrates that social surveys should 
not merely be seen as a scientific and objective method of empirical information 
gathering and analysing. This kind of static perspective should be replaced by a 
dynamic one which considers the practice and process of this method in the field.
In the Chinese context, the particularity of this method has two aspects. On the one 
hand, the politics of social surveys is that they were assigned the role of revealing and 
addressing social problems. It is different from the history of social surveys in the 
European context which was closely associated with the consequence of modernity in 
terms of industrialisation, urbanisation and the rise of a new class (in Chapter 5). On 
the other hand, even though the politics of social surveys represent an ambitious 
project, the native researchers’ practices were enmeshed in the Chinese soil. An image 
of a stationary and weak Chinese society was consolidated by native scholars through 
undertaking social surveys. It is worthwhile to reiterate that a problematic Chinese 
society not only was constructed from the survey reports, but also from the by-product 
of social surveys. Thus, understanding the history of Chinese sociology and social 
surveys should not merely rely on the structured and systematic reports produced by 
the native scholars. Besides the formal survey reports, their direct experiences and 
even complaints constitute an indispensable part of practising social surveys in China, 
which are valuable for us to understand the practice of sociology or social surveys in
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non-W estem contexts.
Lastly, I turn to discuss the modernity of social surveys and its consequence in the 
Chinese soil. I take my cue from Johannes Fabian (1983) who made an 
epistemological critique of anthropology. He coined the term ‘coevalness’ to depict 
the interaction between the observer and the observed in fields which share the same 
historical moment and space. However, in anthropological writings, the observed has 
been systematically distanced from the fieldwork. And this is how anthropologists 
objectify the others in their studies. Instead of focusing on the anthropological works 
as cultural representations of the observed and the represented, Fabian then proposed 
an alternative approach to drawing attention to the anthropological practice or 
activities in field, to examine how these practise and activities generate symbols and 
cultural meanings.
Following Fabian’s example I examined the native scholars in their fieldwork. The 
relationship between the surveyor and ordinary Chinese is similar to the 
anthropologists and their subjects. The encounter of the two implies a cultural 
significance in that tension would be aroused immediately when the observer was in 
the field. And then, the ‘loneliness’ of Chinese sociologists could be reflected in the 
uncooperative attitude of ordinary Chinese in the fields. However, consciously or 
unconsciously, the distance between the two was diluted or utterly removed from their 
published works. Social surveys had the aim to observe Chinese society scientifically 
and to produce their findings in rational and systematic forms: but alongside the 
rational and systematic accounts, they also present an image of a problematic Chinese 
society and people, irrational and stagnant, from their direct experiences in the field.
The distance between the surveyor and the ordinary Chinese and the image generated 
from sociological practice then implies the social survey as a time device to measure a 
stagnant China. Below is an account from the active social surveyor, Li Jinghan 
(1930):
Chinese peasants are like an ox. Chinese villages are like an ox cart. Young Chinese study 
abroad and come back with a doctorate degree; they are like highly skilled pilots. The 
social change in village is similar to the movement of the ox cart. Skilled people in this
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village are like a pilot who rides an ox cart. However, Chinese rural societies firstly should 
evolve from an ox cart to a horse cart, then from a truck to a train, and finally to a plane. 
People with this pilot skill should be patient to realise his social construction in China, the 
pace of social reform should correspond with the evolution from an ox cart to a plane, and 
currently the pressing thing is go to the fields for survey. (Li, 1930, p. 14)
In his metaphor and analogy, social surveys was proposed by him as the most 
appropriate method to study and change Chinese society according to the status quo. 
However, as this chapter demonstrated, even if Chinese society was the ox cart 
described by Li Jinghan, native social surveyors would find it difficult to drive this ox 
cart forward.
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Chapter 7 Lost in the Field: the Dilemma of Community 
Studies
7.1 Introduction
In Chapter 6 I discussed the rise of the social survey in China since the 1920s. 
Applying this imported Western technique in the Chinese context required the social 
surveyors to develop some tactics to meet local conditions; otherwise the social 
survey could not be conducted smoothly or successfully. In addition, the social survey 
had many limitations in observing Chinese society, as it was heavily dependent on the 
existing questionnaire template.
However, in the late 1930s, Chinese sociologists imported a new approach known as 
community studies for observing Chinese society. As an outcome of practicing this 
approach in the Chinese context, some published works by native scholars earned 
Chinese sociology an international reputation. As described by Maurice Freedman, 
before the Second World War, beyond North America and Western Europe, ‘China 
was the seat of the most flourishing sociology in the world’ (1962a, p .ll3). 
Bronislaw Malinowski (1939) even described Chinese community studies as the 
modem school of Chinese sociology. In disciplinary history, community studies 
represent an important phase. More significantly, in contrast to the social survey 
approach, community studies implied an utterly different path in interpreting Chinese 
society and indicated further methodological and theoretical considerations to observe 
a holistic Chinese society more systematically.
This chapter aims to tell a story about the practice of community studies in the 
Chinese context. Before the 1950s, community studies were re-invented by Chinese 
sociologists to transcend the limitation of the social survey and to promote the 
theoretical studies of sociology. Discovering the general law of social life became a 
scientific and objective pursuit. However, community studies in the Chinese context 
failed to develop a standard and uniform approach, and the proposed project of 
nationwide community studies was never put into practice before the demise of 
sociology in the 1950s.
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I begin by examining the Chinese translation and understanding of the term 
‘community’ as it provided a significant epistemological orientation in the practice. In 
the 1930s, society and community referred to a conceptual dichotomy in the Chinese 
context. Community was understood as a concrete regional society, an object for 
sociologists that was empirically observable. In contrast, society was a counterpart of 
community which was abstract and could not be observed directly. This particular 
contradiction differs fi*om the classic definition in sociology made by Ferdinand 
Tonnies. And hence, when the community study was initially introduced into China, it 
indicated a theoretical reinvention.
Moving fi*om translation to practice, the second section will discuss the process of 
conducting community studies in the period between the 1930s and 1940s. In this 
section, I argue that even though community studies were interpreted as a more 
advanced approach than the social survey, observers shared the same difficulties 
encountered by social surveyors in the field. To unpack this argument, firstly, I will 
show how community studies were differently practised by native scholars. Some 
works were not a result of empirical fieldwork and in form were not typical social 
science projects. Secondly, attention is drawn to the actual process of their fieldwork. 
During that time, one salient feature of community studies in China was that scholars 
wrote the story of their own hometowns. These hometown studies concealed the 
tensions that occurred when sociological observation was conducted in the field. 
However, through examining the relevant documents, I will show that when observers 
entered an alien land, tensions between the Western sociological technique and the 
Chinese situation would be more apparent.
7.2 The Chinese reinvention of ‘communitv’
This section discusses the Chinese translation and reinvention of the term community 
in the 1930s. In contrast to the classical definition of community and society in terms 
of modernity, community in the Chinese context was understood as a concrete 
regional society available for empirical observation. However society, as its 
counterpart, was interpreted as abstract and incapable of direct observation. Before 
examining the Chinese understanding of this term, firstly I present a brief review of
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community as a concept and approach in social science in order to highlight the 
particularity of the Chinese reinvention of this term. I then turn to discuss the arrival 
of Robert Park and Radcliffe-Brown in China which sheds light on the Chinese 
practitioners to absorb and develop this approach in the Chinese context.
7.2.1 Communitv as concept and approach
The classic definition of community in sociology is commonly known from German 
sociologist Ferdinand Tonnies who made a distinction between Gemeinschaft and 
Gesellschaft in 1887. The distinction between these two terms signifies the early 
endeavour of classical sociology in interpreting the human situation by using dualistic 
typological terms. Gemeinschaft refers to small-scale social entities with close and 
collective social bounds; Gesellschaft refers to large-scale social entities with rational 
and impersonal social institutions. It is notable that there are two versions in 
translating Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft into English: one is community and society 
(To nnies & Loomis, 1957); the other is community and civil society (To nnies & 
Harris, 2001).
In the German context, community was hailed by some German intellectuals as an aid 
to imagining an alternative picture about the ongoing modernisation of Germany. 
During the First World War, German intellectuals believed that their community as 
‘communal state’ was superior to the artificial ‘civilization’ of other Western nations 
(To nnie^ 1988, p.xii). In this sense, Tonnies provided a source of nostalgia, and the 
nostalgia was exclusive to German intellectuals. Raymond Williams (1983, p.77) 
delineated that community is a complex term, but can be used as a warmly persuasive 
word to describe an existing or an alternative set of relationships. The most important 
aspect is, that unlike other social organisations such as state, nation or society, it 
seems never to be used unfavourably. Zygmunt Bauman (2000b) offered an aesthetic 
depiction that community is a word which conveys good feelings. It is a lost paradise 
to which we dearly hope to return, a wonderland for all human beings to imagine a 
warm, cosy and comfortable place.
Moreover, the term community also refers to a path to study the locals. The original 
conceptual distinction between community and society in terms of modernity was
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utterly blurred while treating community as a unit of study. Anthropologists and 
sociologists, who studied primitive and modem societies respectively, were both 
engaged in this approach. And thus, there are two orientations: on the one hand, for 
anthropologists, communities in non-Westem areas stand for the best example of 
understanding the civilisation of others; on the other hand, for sociologists, 
communities refer to small social units with their local identities and characteristics.
Since the 1920s, a series of classics appeared in the name of community studies. The 
anthropological tradition of community studies can be traced back to Bronislaw 
Malinowski (1922) and Radcliffe-Brown (1922); they separately observed aboriginal 
groups in the Trobriand Islands and Andaman Islands, which provided role examples 
of anthropological community studies; and through these studies they developed their 
functionalism. The sociological tradition referred to as the Chicago School was 
renowned for urban sociology. American towns or cities became the object of 
community studies, for example, Middletown studies by Robert Lynd and Helen Lynd 
(1929, 1937). The American studies even exerted an influence to the United Kingdom, 
as demonstrated by Mike Savage (2010). British sociology in the 1950s and 1960s 
imitated the American approach by looking for Middletown in the United Kingdom.
The fashion of community studies reached China in the 1930s. Chinese sociologists 
had close relations with both orientations. Lynds’ Middletown studies were introduced 
to China from 1930 (Sun, 1930a). Unlike the British case, native scholars did not 
hurry to look for a Chinese Middletown. More importantly, Radcliffe-Brown and 
Robert Park paid a visit to China to offer their Chinese audiences methodological 
proposals. Malinowski supervised a Chinese student who later earned an international 
reputation for Chinese sociology. However, before examining the academic practice 
of the Chinese apprentices I will, in the next section, consider the Chinese translation 
and reinvention of the term community.
7.2.2 The Chinese translation and reinvention
In the Chinese language, both society and community were imported from the West. 
However, the translation of community from English into Chinese was relatively 
neglected and did not gain as much attention as the translation of society.
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Methodologically, the Chinese translation of community was endowed with new 
features which distinguished it from the English.
Originally, native scholars did not pay much attention to the difference between 
society and community; they both referred to some version of society, but their 
differences were perceived increasingly by native scholars. Sun Benweng (1930b) in 
his Discussion o f the Chinese translation o f Sociological concepts, an article intended 
to clarify the chaotic translation of English sociological conceptions, translated 
community into ‘Quyu Shehui’, literally ‘regional society’ in Chinese. Sun did not 
offer further interpretations regarding this term, and in particular the relation and 
difference between ‘She Hui’ (society) and ‘Quyu Shehui’ (community) was not clear. 
In 1931, Robert Park paid a visit to China, and told his Chinese audience that 
community is not society. And therefore native scholars seriously retranslated this 
term.
Native scholars were alerted to the difference between society and community. 
However, they had a dilemma that on the one hand if the difference should be 
highlighted, this required them not to choose the Chinese word ‘She Hui’ in 
translation; on the other hand, community was understood as a society with 
geographical boundaries, and this opened up the question of whether or not society 
should be kept in the translation. Thus, it became an intellectual task for Chinese 
scholars to find a proper Chinese translation of regional society without using the 
word ‘society’. Ultimately, this language dilemma was removed by translating 
community to ‘She Qu’ (social region). It differs from ‘She Hui’ but has relations with 
it, and ‘She’ (social) is the bridge. Park, on his departure in 1932, left behind a 
sociological memoir that was published in Chinese a year later: given his view on the 
matter, community in this book was uniformly translated into ‘She Qu’. In 1946, a 
Chinese dictionary introducing sociological terms was published by the National 
Translating House. In this dictionary, the English term community was translated to 
‘She Qu’.
This elimination of ‘She Hui’ in translating community to Chinese helps differentiate 
society and community. The connotations of the Chinese translation emphasised the 
geographical significance of this term. More importantly, this geographical
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significance in the 1930s provided native scholars with a methodological foundation 
to distinguish society and community. Wu Wengzao (1935 [1990]) identified the 
significant differences between community and society:
Society is an abstract concept which describes collective life; the term is a systematic 
aggregation of all human relations. In contrast, community is a substantial concept which 
refers to the life within a certain region. Community has a material foundation and can 
be observed directly. (Wu, 1935[1990], p. 144)
New distinctions between community and society were made by Chinese sociologists. 
Community, as a regional society, is substantial, and is the opposite of society which 
as an abstract concept, refers to the aggregation of human relationships. The Chinese 
understanding of community is quite different from its Western origin. The 
counterparts of community and society offered by Tonnies in terms of modernity 
undoubtedly have crystallised as a classic definition in sociology. However, in the 
1930s, in contrast to the Western origin, the translation and reinvention of community 
and society in the Chinese context demonstrated a different route. The Western 
dichotomy of these two concepts in terms of modernity was not available for native 
scholars. The Chinese dichotomy placed its emphasis on geographical significance, 
between abstract and substantial, between observable and unobservable. Community 
not only indicated the geographical imagination of Chinese sociologists, but also 
prepared a new object for interpreting Chinese society.
7.2.3 The arrival of Robert Park and Radcliffe-Brown
Community, understood as a substantial regional society only, set the premise of 
community studies. After the object was introduced, it still required methodological 
consideration for study. Two methodological sources can be identified in Chinese 
community studies before the 1950s. One is a human ecological study of urban cities 
from the Chicago School; another is a social anthropological study of aboriginal tribes 
or primitive societies within the social fimctionalism tradition. Wu Wenzao, the 
director of the sociology department in Yenching University at that time, played a 
crucial role in inviting foreign scholars from these schools of thought to China. As 
mentioned by Morton H. Fried (1954), Wu made a great and direct contribution to the 
growth of Chinese community studies. He was the tutor of the Chinese students who
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later became the key practitioners of community studies. He also introduced the latest 
developments of British anthropology into Chinese universities. The works of 
Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown were translated and edited by him.
Chicago University was the first institution to exert a theoretical influence on the 
Chinese understanding of community studies. Robert Park paid an academic visit to 
China as a visiting professor in 1931. During Park’s stay in Beijing, Park taught two 
courses. Social Behaviour and Principles of Sociological Theory. He also gave some 
lectures to different universities and academic institutions.
However, Park’s human ecology opened up a question about whether this method 
based on American urban experience was appropriate in China. Zhao Chengxin (1936) 
pointed out that Chinese cities have three conditions: the first is modem cities such as 
Shanghai and Tianjin; the second is pre-modem cities in intemal China; the third is 
half-new and half-old cities. These half-and-half Chinese cities raised a question of 
compatibility conceming Park’s method which is without question in analysing 
modem cities in America. In this sense, an undeveloped China and a developed 
America were in sharp contrast.
In 1935, anthropologist Radcliffe-Brown was invited by Wu Wengzao to pay a visit to 
China and he received a warm welcome from his Chinese hosts. Lin Yaohua (1935) 
claimed that Radcliffe-Brown put himself out to help China in national difficulties. It 
was a great opportunity for the Chinese to leam from him. Lin argued that Radcliffe- 
Brown’s stmctural functionalism represented the newest and the most advanced 
anthropological method for studying primitive societies, and was beneficial to 
observing Chinese societies. In 1936, the annual publication Chinese Journal o f  
Sociological World, representing the highest academic level of Chinese sociology at 
the time, released a special issue to commemorate Radcliffe-Brown’s visit to China. 
Within this special issue, four works from Radcliffe-Brown were translated into 
Chinese: On the concept o f function in social science; The present position o f  
anthropological studies; Proposals for a sociological survey o f village life in China. 
In addition to translations of Radcliffe-Brown’s original work, a series of introductory
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works on social anthropology and functionalism were published’.
The Chinese understanding of community was consolidated by the arrival of 
Radcliffe-Brown. Firstly, he introduced the distinction between the common social 
survey and the sociological survey. According to this distinction, the social survey 
aims to depict the social condition and does not explain causality or study the relation 
between different social aspects. However, the sociological survey not only depicts 
social facts, but also interprets them. It has the purpose of testing a sociological 
hypothesis instead of merely describing social life.
Secondly, as a founder of structural functionalism in social anthropology, suggestions 
from Radcliffe-Brown expanded the horizon of Chinese sociologists, particularly in 
the field of social theories, as there were rare Chinese outputs in this field at that time. 
Fresh ideas such as function and system started to catch the eye of native scholars. 
Radcliffe-Brown introduced his hypothesis of a systemic and integrated community 
which should be tested through sociological survey.
There are three separate fundamental premises:
•  All aspects of the social life of a particular community are intimately inter-related as 
parts of a unitary whole or system.
•  The basis of the social life of a community is a particular social structure. The 
continuity of the society, the continuity of the social life are dependent upon the 
continuity of the structure.
•  The concept of social function and that of social structure can be combined in the 
conception of a social system having two aspects. One is the aspect of external 
adaptation and the other is integration. (Radcliffe-Brown, 1936, p.4)
Among the suggestions, the most practical one for Chinese scholars who would be 
involved in fieldwork was that the village had been set to be the major study unit. Put 
another way, the Chinese village became the community conceptualised as a systemic 
and integrated object:
1 Ironically, the ‘rival’ of community studies, one of the most renowned social surveyors Li Jinghan 
(1936), discussed in the previous chapter, also published a paper in this special volume to introduce his 
experience of how to conduct a survey in Chinese counties.
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Doing research in China, the most appropriate unit should be a village because most 
Chinese are living in there. Moreover, the village is a small enough community; one or 
two observers can complete an intensive study within one or two years. (Radcliffe- 
Brown, 1936, p.4-5)
Undoubtedly, Radcliffe-Brown exerted considerable influence on Chinese community 
studies. And his suggestions soon were endorsed by his Chinese audiences. Firstly, his 
distinction between the social survey and the sociological survey was palatable for 
native scholars who wanted to transcend the practical social reform orientated social 
surveys. In comparison with the previous approach, community studies definitely 
enriched the theoretical horizon of Chinese scholars. This approach was assigned a 
theoretical role to enhance the academic level of Chinese sociological practice.
Wu Wenzao (1936) applied the metaphor of ‘camera’ and ‘movie’ to distinguish these 
two approaches. The social survey takes static pictures of a community because of its 
descriptive feature. The sociological survey makes a movie of a community. The 
dynamics of social process and the tendencies of a community are all recorded. The 
sociological survey pays attention to the interaction between different social aspects 
and the relation between different parts within a holistic system. In an earlier work 
introducing the current condition and Western influence of community studies in 
China, Wu Wenzao (1935) censured Li Jinghan’s survey of Ding County by claiming 
that although Li’s work represented the most mature social survey in China, it 
emphasised merely a static description of social life rather than revealing the intemal 
dynamics. It is notable that, even if Wu Wenzao rarely conducted empirical 
observation by applying the approach of community studies he so strongly 
recommended, he became a key figure in introducing this approach to China as he 
invited Park and Brown and trained many Chinese students who later became the 
pillars of community studies and even of Chinese sociology.
As a student of Wu Wenzao and Park in Beijing, Zhao Chengxin (1936) proposed that 
Chinese sociology should be re-orientated into insightful sociological surveys rather 
than superficial social surveys. Social surveys were believed to be fragmented and 
superficial, merely focused on one or two aspects of social life, and also failing to 
capture the holistic society. Therefore, Chinese sociology should progress to the stage
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of the sociological survey. Without any doubt, community studies was the only correct 
direction of sociological research to take the mission. According to the advocacy of 
Zhao Chengxin, community studies in China had these characteristics: the object is 
the entirety of community; the purpose aims to reveal the general principle of human 
beings; the method compares different modes of communities; the technique is 
fieldwork and the utilisation of historical materials, but the key focus is fieldwork.
The arrival of Robert Park and Radcliffe-Brown in the 1930s offered Chinese 
sociologists new theoretical imaginations to observe Chinese society. Such 
imaginations could not be learned from the foreign missionary social reformers at the 
initial stage of Chinese sociology. Park and Radcliffe-Brown represented the different 
schools of urban sociology and social anthropology. The subject of each school is 
different. However, in the Chinese context in the 1930s, the boundary between 
sociology and anthropology was blurred and the Chinese village, rather than the 
Chinese city, or primitive groups in China, became the important study unit in 
community studies.
7.3 From translating to practising
The translation and suggestions from Robert Park and Radcliffe-Brown paved the 
way for native scholars to put into practice the ambitious project of community 
studies, and to transcend the limitations of the social survey for producing a more 
scientific and systematic view of Chinese society. However, community studies for 
the Chinese still referred to an exotic sociological method, as did the social survey. In 
the Chinese context, native scholars did not utterly endorse the methodological 
proposals from Park and Radcliffe-Brown, but practised this approach differently.
In this section, I will discuss the situation of practising community studies in China 
from 1930s to 1940s. This section consists of two parts. Firstly, I will examine the 
products generated from applying this approach. One salient feature is that native 
practitioners self-studied their hometowns as community studies. Because of the 
personal tie to their hometowns, some did not even apply empirical observation, and 
the tension of applying this foreign method was hidden in their hometown studies.
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Secondly, I will show that the tension between an exotic sociological method and the 
Chinese situation still existed in non-hometown studies by examining some travelling 
notes and records written during fieldwork. This tension revealed the actual process of 
practising Western methods in Chinese field.
Table 7.1 demonstrates that there is only a small number of these studies. It is 
noteworthy that some Chinese scholars used an English name when publishing their 
works. I will cite their English name. Morton H. Fried (1954) evaluated eight works 
of community studies in China. These works were produced by native and foreign 
scholars. In order to focus on the theme of Chinese sociology, I removed two studies 
conducted by foreigners, they are Charles P. Fitzgerald’s (1941) The Tower o f Five 
Glories, a study of a tribe people in Yunnan Province, and Morton H. Fried’s (1956) 
Fabric o f Chinese Society, a study of social life in a Chinese country seat near 
Nanjing. I reserved a position for Daniel H. Kulp’s study, because it was regarded as 
the first community study in China as understood by Wu Wenzao (1935). In addition, 
I removed Chinese scholar Che Da’s (1940) Emigrant Communities in South China 
since, as suggested by Fried, this work was more a social survey than a community 
study. However, Fried only listed works published in English, and therefore I have 
added some works published in Chinese to this research. Fei Xiaotong and Wang 
Tonghui’s (1936 [1999]) work in Hualan Yao, Guangxi province, represents the first 
fieldwork conducted by native scholars. More importantly, along with the published 
work, there are rich travelling notes recording how their fieldwork was conducted. 
The analysis of the actual process of fieldwork in the Chinese context relies on these 
notes. Another Chinese work that I have included is Lin Yaohua’s (1947) study of a 
tribal group in Liang Shan. Lin risked his life to conduct fieldwork in Liang Shan, a 
remote place in Southwest China. The Chinese and English versions were published 
separately in 1947 and 1961. In the Chinese version, Lin offered a travelling note as 
an appendix, but his appendix was not translated in the English version. For the 
English readers, this neglect reduced the chance for them to know their Chinese 
profession’s encounter in the field.
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Table 7.1 Community studies in China
Researcher Year Work Field Duration in 
Field
Daniel H. Kulp 1925 Country Life in South 
China
Phoenix village in 
Guangdong
1918-1919,
1923
Fei Xiaotong and 
Wang Tonghui
1936 Social Organisations o f  
Hualan Yao Nationality
Hualan Yao in 
Guangxi
2 months
Fei Xiaotong 1939 Peasant Life in China Kaixiangong in 
Jiangsu
2 months
Lin Yaohua 1944 The Golden Wing Village in Fujian Not applicable
Francis L.K. Hsu 1945 Under the Ancestors 
Shadow
West town in 
Yunnan
Unknown
Fei Xiaotong & 
Chang Chi-1
1945 Earthbound China Three villages in 
Yunnan
Lu Village 
about 2 months
Yi Village 27 
days
Yu Village 
1940-1941
Martin C. Yang 1945 A Chinese village: 
Taitou, Shantung 
Province
Taitou village in 
Shandong
Not applicable
Lin Yaohua 1947 The Lolo o f  Liang Shan Liang Shan, a 
frontier of Sichan, 
Xikang, and 
Yunnan
87 days
Before we discuss the practice of community studies by native scholars, Kulp’s work 
presents a valuable reference. It was believed to be the first work in the name of 
community studies conducted in China before the arrival of Park and Radcliffe- 
Brown. Kulp coined a term ‘familism’ to describe the social system he found in the 
Phoenix Village. It is notable that Kulp did not apply the terms social structuralism or 
functionalism to his work, as these terms had not been developed in the year 1925. 
Familism was a social system which was the basis of all behaviour, all standards, 
ideals, attitudes and values. More importantly, Kulp paid attention to the actual 
fieldwork in the Chinese context. His methodological consideration is helpful for us 
to obtain an initial awareness of how community studies were applied to China.
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Kulp firstly opened fire on the social survey for its limitations and argued that 
functions, process and trends of a certain social unit should be observed and studied 
intensively. The intention of transcending the statically descriptive feature of social 
surveys is obvious.
And so, what is needed to-day for a real understanding of the social life of the Chinese 
people is not a gathering of abstracted materials, loosely classified about a series of 
topics of more or less popular interest, but intensive studies of selected groups, villages 
or regions, analyzed in detail and presented in an organic way so that the relationships 
and correlations of the facts discovered will disclose functions, process and trends. 
(Kulp, 1925, p. xiv)
However, in the process of undertaking his study, Kulp noted some difficulties in the 
fieldwork. In Kulp’s own words, ‘the scientific control is far from satisfactory’ (Kulp, 
1925, p.xv), it was impossible to get at certain facts; thus the collection of data and 
the discovery of correlations was all crude. However, Kulp believed that his study was 
without practical ends and it could be classified technically as pure sociology, which 
distinguished it from social surveys. Moreover, because it was too difficult for a 
foreigner to get information from the local informants, Kulp’s Chinese students who 
mastered the modem technique, but still had local experience, played the role of 
researchers.
By using an investigator to get facts impossible for a foreigner to discover and yet one 
who was a student of modem sociological science - with a technic of observing life 
objectively - and at the same time able to obtain entrance into the situation without 
arousing suspicion because of his kinship with the group and his past experience in it. 
(Kulp, 1925, p.xvi)
After publication, there were few Chinese followers to duplicate Kulp’s study. One 
possible reason for this situation is that this book was published in the United States 
and in English. It was not accessible to the general Chinese reader. Nearly two 
decades later, the Chinese scholar Lin Yaohua (1944) completed his study of family 
history in the form of a novel. Setting aside the methodological differences, Lin’s 
work could be seen as a successor to Kulp’s study of Chinese familism. Nearly 80 
years later, Kulp’s work was translated into Chinese. The translator revisited the
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Phoenix village studied by Kulp and identified a Chinese investigator Dai Tianzong. 
Dai was a native of Phoenix village and also the key person who completed the 
fieldwork, even though his name was never mentioned by Kulp. This deliberate or 
accidental ignorance was criticised by the translator\ He posited that Dai’s name had 
become visible now and that authentic history was restored. Nevertheless, Kulp’s 
privileged attitude as a colonist might be inferred from this incident (Kulp & Zhou, 
2012, p.4).
I take a cue from Kulp’s discussion of the difficulty of fieldwork and the invisibility 
of Chinese investigator. Even though Dai Tianzong was invisible in Kulp’s work, he 
was an important medium for providing first hand empirical data, and question was 
raised here about how native scholars conduct their work in the field?
7.3.1 Community studies as hometown studies
In the 1930s, as mentioned in the previous chapter, there were many introductory 
books on social surveys published. However, although some journal articles 
introduced community studies as method, no monographs were published. Native 
scholars practised their study in the name of the community study in different ways. 
This situation indicates two aspects of community studies: on the one hand it refers to 
an approach to revealing a holistic and functional social system; on the other hand, it 
denotes the empirical observation of this system; the method mainly is participant 
observation during the fieldwork. The first aspect, as an objective, was attractive to 
Chinese sociologists in terms of theoretical promotion, while the second aspect of 
empirical data gathering was relatively neglected. As a result, some published works 
did not even conduct any empirical observations.
Rather than introducing community studies as a functionalist theory, an approach to 
grasping a systematic society, some scholars drew attention to the fieldwork. Liao 
Taichu (1935) directly suggested that participant observation and community studies 
should be applied to remedying the limitations of social surveys based on the
1 The translator Zhou Darning (2006) revisited Phoenix village in the 1990s, and published a work 
entitled Changes of Phoenix Village: re-study Daniel Kulp’s Phoenix Village. Zhou re-examined the 
conclusions of Kulp’s study in the 1920s, and pointed out some new tendencies in the village in the 
1990s.
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experience from Li Jinghan’s survey of Ding County. Liao believed that this method 
was not just fashionable but could uncover the truth.
The only way to understand social life within one society is to experience the same life 
as the residents experienced, to eat the same food, dress in the same clothes, and to 
regard you as a part of them. You share their suffering, regarding their problems as 
yours. You communicate with them and do your best to be a good neighbour. And at the 
same time, you bear in mind your mission to carefully observe any changes. The 
behaviour of a society is like the people who have life. (Liao, 1935, p.422)
However, native practitioners did not adhere to the rule of participant observation as 
some work indicated; neither did they strictly follow Radcliffe-Brown’s suggestions. 
According to Radcliffe-Brown, an intensive study should be conducted by one or two 
researchers for one or two years. In addition, native scholars chose to write stories 
about their hometowns, and this is a salient feature of Chinese community studies in 
the 1930s and 1940s. There are three hometown studies: Fei Xiaotong’s (1939) 
Peasant Life in China, Lin Yaohua’s (1944) The Golden Wing, and Martin C. Yang’s 
(1945) Chinese Village: Taitou, Shantung Province.
Fei’s work was supervised by anthropologist Malinowski when he pursued his PhD at 
the LSE. Fei himself regarded his work as ‘a descriptive account for the system of 
consumption, production, distribution and exchange of wealth among Chinese 
peasants’ (Fei, 1939, p.l). Malinowski offered high praise to his student. He pointed 
out three merits of Fei’s work: firstly, the book is about a great nation in the world 
rather than ‘small and insignificant tribes’; secondly, the researcher is native among 
natives, and observing one’s own people is difficult but also ‘the most valuable 
achievement of a field-worker’; lastly, the work focuses on ‘the most elusive and 
difficult phase of modem life’ rather than the mere reconstruction of the static past 
(preface, Fei, 1939, p. xii). Fei’s work viewed by a renowned anthropologist was 
untypical in comparison with anthropological studies which chose to study a small 
tribe. In this sense, this study of a small Chinese village opened up a new route, and 
on this route, the distance between ‘civilization’ and ‘savage’ was eliminated. 
Malinowski even commented that Fei’s work revealed the sound methodological 
foundations of the modem Chinese School of Sociology (p.xvii).
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Even though a Chinese School was praised by Malinowski, uniform methods were 
lacking from community studies in China. In the three hometown studies, only Fei 
conducted fieldwork\ He experienced two months in Kaixiangong village in which 
his sister had lived for ten years for the purpose of the ‘restoration of silk industry’. 
His sister was an important person in the village. Fei could complete his observation 
smoothly because of this situation. While explaining the reason for choosing 
Kaixiangong as his field, he legitimated it by mentioning Radcliffe-Brown, Wu 
Wengzao and Raymond Firth (Fei, 1939, p.8). Radcliffe-Brown set the tone of the 
village study for his Chinese audiences. Wu was the major person in advocating 
community studies in China. Firth, too, paid a visit to China. Fei endorsed the 
suggestion from Firth that a small village should be intensively observed to reveal the 
cooperative life of the community as a system.
Another influential work, Lin Yaohua’s The Golden Wing tells a story of two families 
in the author’s hometown in South China. The story of family prosperity and decline 
is intended to reflect the social process of change in China. The most salient feature of 
this work is that it was written in the form of a novel. Raymond Firth commented that 
this kind of research method not only attracts the eye of the reader but also frees the 
researcher from some ordinary rules of scientific procedure (preface, Lin, 1944, p.xii). 
Firth questioned the authenticity of Lin’s work and he offered an answer at the same 
time:
The author can tell us what every character did or said - whether in the medicine store, 
the inner chamber, or the bandit’s stronghold - with as much assurance as if he had 
been by their side. He can even pry into the recesses of their minds and explain their 
present motives and their past feelings. How true is all this? (Firth, 1944, p.xii)
Firth believed that Lin would not shirk the question of authenticity, because the 
village he described was one he knew in boyhood and in later life. Even if he could 
not stand by the characters side always, he could have often been in similar situations. 
And hence, the author had passed through some of the experiences he described.
1 Lin Yaohua in the 1980s explained that he conducted fieldwork for his The Golden Wing with 
sociological and anthropological methods. However, based on the original publication in 1944, no hints 
could be found of his fieldwork. In addition, the stability of a researcher’s review of his work of nearly 
40 years ago can be called into question. Therefore, this study has focused on the original historical 
context in the 1940s in which fieldwork was not applicable to Lin’s work.
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Nearly forty years later after the publication in English, in a foreword to a Chinese 
translation, Lin Yaohua (1999) explained the controversy of whether his work belongs 
to imaginative fiction or scientific research. He posited that his work should not be 
regarded as a novel in general; it includes his personal experience, his hometown and 
family history. Tt is real. It is an epitome of an oriental rural village and the institution 
of family’ (1999, p.2). In addition, Lin also pointed out that between 1934 and 1937, 
he went back to his hometown and conducted some observations. Obviously, Lin 
wanted to delineate his work as a product from a genuine social research project. 
However, Lin’s writing method is under criticism for evading the problems posed by 
autobiographical honesty. According to Edmund Leach, even though sometimes a 
novelist and a social anthropologist share the same kind of enterprise, they are not 
interchangeable, as there are differences in the techniques (Leach, 1982, p. 125).
Martin C. Yang’s study of his hometown also provides rich information about a 
Chinese village in East China. Besides some basic accounts of a village, Yang’s 
emphasis was on the relationships between families and villages. Instead of merely 
focusing on economic, social, political, religious, and educational life within a 
community, Yang (1945, p.x) made a methodological proposal to study the 
interactions between individuals in the primary group, and then those between the 
primary groups in the secondary group, and finally between the secondary groups in a 
large area. Noticeably, in comparison with Fei’s economic life of Chinese peasant and 
Lin’s family history of a Chinese village, Yang’s community studies went in a 
different direction.
Yang’s work was completed through subsequent recollection in America rather than 
by on-the-spot observation, and therefore there is no chance for us to understand how 
the process of this work was completed as the stage of empirical observation was 
absent. Fried (1954) offered a comment that Yang’s intensive study of one community 
had only one informant, and the only informant was Yang himself. Yang explained 
that he was bom and reared in the village until he went to high school. After that, he 
had returned to the village at least once each year. He was informed by his relatives 
who were still in the village about the village affairs. And thus ‘this study is a record 
of facts which have been personally seen, heard, and experienced’ (Yang, 1945, p.ix). 
Yang’s qualification of his method did not rest on how the fieldwork was conducted,
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but on how his personal experiences were tied to his hometown. The strategy of Yang 
was shared by Lin Yaohua.
In the foreword to Yang’s work, Ralph Linton (foreword, Yang, 1945, p.vi) noted the 
difficulty for an observer to study an alien culture, because attitudes towards society 
operate at the unconscious level, which could not be captured directly by questioning. 
Linton then pointed out that it would be much easier for those who had been reared in 
non-European cultures, but who had obtained the necessary scientific techniques for 
community studies, than for outsiders who did not have the local knowledge. For 
Linton, local knowledge is more important than scientific techniques. Even though 
this will open up a question about objectivity, the investigator has double cultural 
backgrounds, which would hardly fail to develop his objectivity. He will see both with 
heightened clarity.
“Marginal men” are in a position not only to interpret their cultures to us but also to 
interpret our culture to ourselves. (Linton, 1945, p.vii)
In a broad sense, all community studies conducted by native scholars could be 
labelled as Linton’s ‘marginal men’. For Linton, the term refers to the self-study of 
the Chinese community by Chinese researchers. Scholars such as Lin Yaohua and 
Martin C. Yang benefited from their personal tie to the local communities, and they 
mastered both the local knowledge and scientific techniques. Nonetheless, the vast 
geographical size and the cultural diversity are salient in China. For the Chinese 
scholars who conducted non-hometown studies, the advantages of ‘marginal men’ are 
called into question. What will happen if the investigator has no personal tie to the 
field he needs to encounter? What if the investigator is an outsider in terms of the 
difficulty, described by Linton, of being a foreigner studying an alien culture?
7.3.2 Observer as insider and outsider
What is the actual process of fieldwork conducted by native researchers? Answering 
this question requires one to interview the researcher or directly observe their 
activities in the field. This approach is not applicable to this study as most of the 
native researchers have passed away. Another possible approach is to rely on
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analysing the relevant literatures such as travelling notes or diaries by the observers 
from the fieldwork. It is fortunate that some scholars left behind some notes for us to 
revisit the environment in which they conducted their work. One of them, Fei 
Xiaotong left behind some valuable notes which recorded his feelings and events 
during the fieldwork. The analysis in this section focuses on his notes.
In August 1935, Fei Xiaotong and his wife went to Guangxi Province for fieldwork. 
This fieldwork was a preparation prior to his trip to the United Kingdom as suggested 
by his tutor Sergei Mikhailovich Shirokogorov, a Russian physical anthropologist in 
Tsinghua University. After a long trip by road, they arrived at the site in October. 
However, their observation was interrupted abruptly by a terrible accident. Fei 
Xiaotong was injured by the accidental triggering of a tiger trap. His wife drowned on 
her way to call for help. And hence, the planned fieldwork terminated. Nevertheless, 
Fei Xiaotong still published a short report titled Social Organisations o f Hualan Yao 
Nationality (Fei and Wang, 1936 [1999]) after this unfortunate fieldwork experience. 
This termination also led to the possibility of a new study in Fei Xiaotong’s 
hometown after his recovery in 1936, and later the data obtained in his hometown 
became the foundation of his PhD thesis and the publication of Peasant Life in China 
(1939) which earned him an international reputation.
In comparison with the Peasant Life in China, the first report was relatively less 
mentioned in the English world. This is not to say the first one is not important. It was 
the first community study conducted by native scholars. As reviewed by Fei’s teacher 
Wu Wenzao (Wu, 1936 [1999]), even though community studies were much discussed 
in China, and many projects were proposed for future research, there were no living 
examples before Fei’s work. Wu Wenzao praised the fact that Fei and his wife set a 
cornerstone for Chinese community studies. There is no reason to neglect such a 
cornerstone. More importantly, Fei and his wife wrote so many travelling notes when 
the fieldwork was in progress. Alongside the published report, these notes contain rich 
and vivid information for us to understand their direct experience while conducting 
empirical observation in the field. In this sense, taking into consideration that the 
notes have the potential of revealing the process of practicing community studies in 
the Chinese context, the significance of Fei’s fieldwork in 1935 is unquestionable.
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More importantly, this study was conducted in remote areas rather than in Fei’s 
hometown. The tension of the encounter between native researcher and the researched, 
which is not likely to be revealed from the previously discussed hometown studies, 
will be highlighted. What will be the difference if the observer is not a native in the 
field? Will the observers be enmeshed in the same problems haunting the social 
surveyors? These questions reflect the importance of Fei’s early work. Social 
Organisations o f Hualan Yao Nationality. It describes a fieldwork conducted by an 
outsider rather than by an insider. And thus, from Hualan Yao to Kaixiangong, the 
change of field locations is also a shift in the role of the researcher, from an outsider 
to a native. In comparison with the hometown studies, Fei’s two works provide us 
with a particular path for analysing the practice of community studies in the Chinese 
context.
It was a long trip for Fei and his wife to enter the field. They wrote travelling notes in 
each place as the fieldwork moved on. Unlike hometown studies, Fei and his wife 
were outsiders in the field. They observed the local people and at the same time they 
felt they were being observed by the natives. Below is an account of Fei’s personal 
feelings when he was in a village.
We were besieged by children. They followed our sedan chairs and shouted out with 
the language we could not understand. In front of the village office our sedan chairs 
were positioned. Waves of people were around me. I had nowhere to hide when some 
children put their head into the sedan chair. Away from the crowd is uncomfortable, but 
within them is even worse. (Fei and Wang, 1935 [1999], p.316)
Although depicting the social organisation of Hulan Yao is the final product of Fei’s 
fieldwork, the original research proposal was about race in Guangxi Province and the 
social organisation and cultural characteristics of special ethnic minorities. It includes 
the content of anthropology and ethnography, measuring the physical body of the 
local people became a routine and many notes reeorded the encounter between the 
anthropological technique and local people. Because the measurement was too 
personal, sometimes the suspicion of local people was reduced by offering them a 
medical check.
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They knew we had medicine and they asked for help. They did not reject our body 
measurement. But some young persons were reluctant to be measured. They said they 
would not grow anymore once their bodies were measured by us. (Fei and Wang, 
1935[1999], p.324)
It was said that there were two reasons for the people who had the fear of being 
measured. Firstly, their wives worried their husbands will die after measuring; secondly, 
they had the fear of being taken by us if they had a healthy body. (Fei and Wang, 
1935[1999],p.331)
Besides body measurement, Fei used drawing as a part of his observation. Even 
though he had a camera, in the field this was totally a strange device for the local 
people. Misunderstandings would be aroused by utilising this device. Fei wanted to 
remedy the limitation to body measurement and record the head decoration of the 
local people through drawing. Moreover, Fei concluded his approach by building 
good relationships with the local people: drinking together and offering cigarettes 
became two effective ways. In certain situations, Fei would have to communicate with 
his wife in English as they attempted to get a record of the name of the josses in the 
temple which was a taboo for them to access \
Fei obviously did not have the local knowledge which was valued by Linton, but his 
scientific technique in the field had to be applied in acceptable or secret ways. Here 
we could see the tactics of a Chinese observer applied to an alien context beyond his 
hometowns. These vivid records could not be found directly from the publications. 
The local people were not correctly informed about what the researcher was doing. 
For them, the observer was a strange man with risk and hope. He could provide 
medicine but also potentially might cause harm to them. Fei’s experience as an 
outsider in the field not only indicates the tension of actual fieldwork in a field, but 
also implies the distance between the researcher and the local people.
* It is notable that in the 1980s, the early years of the restoration of Chinese sociology. Fei (1986) 
recalled his experience in Hua Lanyao as the first fieldwork he conducted. He said the residents were 
warm-hearted to his wife and him. They could easily get answers from the residents. Fei then 
highlighted the importance of mutual trust between the observer and the observed which would 
guarantee the reliability of data. Fei believed that the mutual trust was an exclusive advantage of a 
socialist China which cannot be found in capitalist counties. However, his field notes in the 1930s 
contradict his argument.
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One may question Fei’s record which was based only on his observation of ethnic 
minorities; this was an utterly alien field for him. In his hometown or other fields 
dominated by Chinese, the tension might not have existed. However, in Fei’s 
hometown, he was an insider in the field. The internal tension of a researcher during 
the fieldwork still existed.
People involved in fieldwork must have known the 'abnormal life' of researchers. 
During the research, your words and deeds should be restricted. You have to smile 
when actually you are angry. You have to frown when actually you want to laugh. You 
have to read people's face for letting them speak out what interested you without 
annoying the people. It is very intense to 'be such a people'. You will envy the people 
who can have a fight with anyone to let the tension out. (Fei and Wang, 1935[1999], 
p.390)
Another work, the co-authored Earthbound China (Fei and Zhang, 1945, Fei and 
Zhang, 1990)% includes observation of three villages in West China. In Yi Village, 
local people were surprised by the two unexpected guests. In their experience, they 
were not accustomed to answering questions for the researcher. Hence, avoidance or 
non-cooperation became their best weapons. Fei Xiaotong and his student even had 
trouble in securing accommodation and food. Even though, there was a lack of 
cooking equipment and food, one landlord rented a haunted house and arranged a 
teenager to cook for them. The worst situation was that, there was no grocery store 
within this village. Fei and his student stayed for five days, and then planned to buy 
some life necessities. After Fei went back to the village on his own, a rumour that Fei 
and his student would annex the rural factories was widely diffiised. Another rumour 
was that Fei would occupy the house. Fei admitted that these rumours would actually 
influence the progress of their fieldwork (1990, p.231). As a result of the rumour, the 
landlord reftised to rent Fei the room again, and Fei had to move to a ruined temple. 
However, after a long negotiation, Fei was allowed to move into the previous rented 
room again.
1 The original work published in 1945 is in English, and the one in 1990 is in Chinese. The Chinese 
version includes some notes which describe the process of fieldwork. And such descriptions could not 
be found from the English version. I myself could not estimate why they are missing, whether it is 
deliberate or not. However, this chapter will make the invisible visible.
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Fei expressed his feeling of loneliness when he walked around in the village. He had a 
feeling that the eye from the villagers and the bark from the dogs treated him as an 
outsider, refusing him access to their community. As described by Fei, the only 
solution to reduce the loneliness was to get close to the villagers. Fei basked in the 
sun and chatted with the villagers. Sometimes, he even lay down nearby a villager 
who was smoking opium. And eventually, Fei started to enter their lives. Below is an 
account to depict Fei’s feeling from the fieldwork.
When talking to them, they are reluctant to answer me. Sometimes, I am wild with 
anger. However, I understand that I do not have unresolved hatred with them. Time and 
patience might address all the misunderstandings. And thus, I am determined to 
overcome any difficulties to deal with them. (Fei and Zhang, 1990, p.232)
The aforementioned teenager who was assigned the role of cooking for Fei played a 
crucial role in providing information about the village. Fei mentioned that because of 
this, this teenager was censured by the villagers for letting an outsider know the 
internal affairs of the village. After that, Fei had to ask the teenager for information 
when no villagers were there. Fei said that according to the information from the 
teenager and other villagers through individual talk, he broke through a secret project 
for ‘the blockade of speech’ held by some important figures in the village. They 
arranged with each other to provide false information for Fei. In the villagers’ 
imagination, Fei was a potential troublemaker.
During the fieldwork, Fei confronted the same question of trust as did social 
surveyors. In addition, villagers were not used to giving precise answers. There are 
two examples offered by Fei (1990, p.234-235). One is that when asked about the 
number of family members, people were likely to reply five, six or seven rather than 
to offer an exact number; the other example is that villagers deliberately refused to tell 
the truth. Fei once asked a woman how many horses her family had. The woman gave 
a confirmative answer of three horses. However, asking the same question of her 
husband, the answer changed to five. Fei estimated that the villager might be afraid of 
the tax and press-gang. However, unlike social surveyors who developed a series of 
tactics to build trust with the informants, Fei did not clearly inform the readers how 
these difficulties could be addressed during fieldwork.
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The experience of Fei to some extent revealed the tensions in fieldwork in community 
studies. Even though Fei himself did not pay much attention to this issue from the 
aspect of methodology, his fieldwork notes unquestionably represent valuable first­
hand data for later researchers to understand the process of practicing community 
studies in the field. Particularly taking into consideration the collective invisibility of 
recording the process of fieldwork in other published studies, Fei’s notes are precious.
7.4 Conclusion
In the 1930s and 1940s, community studies were imported by Chinese sociologists to 
overcome the limitations of social surveys, which were primarily orientated to social 
reform. This approach has two characteristics: on the one hand it aims to generate a 
systematic description of local society; on the other hand the mission should be 
completed by empirical observations in the field. Scholars firom the West provided 
their Chinese counterparts with theoretical and methodological proposals; however, 
these were never strictly put into practice by native scholars. Community studies in 
the Chinese context failed to develop a standard and uniform approach. Native 
scholars practiced this approach in different directions and forms.
In the Chinese context, hometown studies are a salient feature of community studies. 
Researchers benefited from their personal ties to their hometowns, but as a 
consequence, some even did not conduct formal empirical fieldwork. This personal tie 
reduced the tension between researchers and local people. However, the role of the 
researcher will transfer fi’om that of insider to outsider when the village is not the 
hometown of the researcher, and the tension will be obvious. Furthermore, like social 
surveyors in the Chinese villages, practitioners of community studies were suspected 
and obstructed by local people. Unlike social surveyors, the informants could be 
mobilised by the local authorities. After a series of activities to build trust, local 
people would eventually cooperate with the surveyors, although, practitioners of 
community studies were besieged by local people in the field who could not 
understand the significance their research. The encounter between the Chinese 
observer and local people implies a distance between Chinese ordinary people and 
social sciences.
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Chapter 8 From Self-adaptation to Demise: Sociology in a 
New China
8.1 Introduction
In chapter 5 I discussed the disciplinary identity of Chinese sociology by tracing the 
shift of its attitude towards the May Fourth Movement. Interpreting this movement 
had provided a symbolic resource for generating different political identities. For the 
Chinese communists, this movement became a starting point for Chinese communism. 
The symbolic significance of this movement is considerable. In contrast to those who 
preferred revolution in China, Chinese sociologists wanted to forge a mild and 
different disciplinary identity, and to distinguish sociology from the other imported 
Western ideologies.
Even though Chinese sociology kept a distance from Marxism, it is still impossible 
for us to neglect the existence of Marxism and its effect on Chinese sociology. On the 
one hand, Marxist scholars in history had provided particular interpretations of 
Chinese society and their interpretations were officially established by the 
government to formulate a national identity; on the other hand, Marxism was 
responsible for the abolishment of Chinese sociology in the 1950s. During that time, 
Chinese sociology was censured for its bourgeois nature by the newly established 
communist government. The history of coexistence and competition between 
sociology and Marxism thus has considerable significance for helping us to 
understand the practice of this discipline in China.
This chapter unpacks the relation between sociology and Marxism in China from the 
1920s to the 1950s. I use the title ‘from self-adaptation to demise, sociology in a new 
China’ to depict the trajectory of this discipline. George Skinner (1951) coined the 
term ‘new sociology’ to denote the new development and status of sociology after 
1949 in which China was taken over by the Communist Party. Ironically, the new 
sociology proposed by Skinner did not last long. Only one year after his publication.
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sociology was abolished. This abolition was not because of the new development of 
sociology adopting Marxist theories, but because of the old nature of sociology which 
represented the bourgeois interest. Thus, to understand the trajectory of this discipline, 
it is necessary to focus on the new environment in which Chinese sociology was 
embedded, namely the new China.
In this chapter I argue that Chinese sociology after 1949 was heavily determined by 
external political factors. In developing this argument, this chapter is divided into 
three sections. Firstly, it will offer a brief review of the Marxist controversies in China 
and the absence of sociologists in these debates, which were the result of applying 
Marxism to analysing Chinese society. Secondly, I will discuss the political 
restructuring of Chinese sociology by unpacking the relation between sociology and 
Marxism before and after 1950. In the late 1940s, bourgeois discipline was applied to 
sociology. This ideological understanding also treats sociology as an ‘ism’ and as a 
counterpart of Marxism. Lastly, I argue that in order to secure the position of 
sociology in post-1949 China, some adaptations were made by Chinese sociologists to 
re-define this discipline and its functions.
8.2 Where are the sociologists? The absence o f sociologists in the Marxist 
controversy
Before unpacking the relation between Chinese sociology and Marxism, it is a 
necessity for us to know how the spread of Marxism was relevant to Chinese society 
and what the consequence was. This section firstly will introduce the early period of 
Marxist analysis of Chinese society, and three controversies that arose from the 
Marxist interpretation of Chinese society. These controversies are the inevitable 
consequence of the practice of Marxism in a distant oriental society; they imply the 
tension between Marxism as a social theory and Chinese society as an object ready for 
analysis. Secondly, it will discuss the invisibility of native scholars with the title of 
sociologists in these controversies. This invisibility represents a ‘blemish’ of Chinese 
sociology for its indifference in participating in the Chinese revolution. Taking into 
consideration the class nature of sociology as a discipline, this invisibility not only 
indicated the basic political identity and preference of Chinese sociologists, but also
190
sowed the seed of the later demise of this discipline after 1949 when Marxism and 
Leninism became dominant ideologies.
8.2.1 The Marxist controversy
Introducing Marxism in China can be dated back to 1902. Zhu Zhixin introduced the 
biography of Marx and Engels, and briefly translated some parts of the Communist 
Manifesto. Before that, the name Marx and socialism were irregularly and indirectly 
mentioned in newspapers and magazines. The triumph of the Russian October 
Revolution aroused the zeal to study Marxism in China. In 1918, Li Dazhao (1899- 
1927), one of the founders of the Chinese Communist Party, systematically introduced 
Marxist theories and published in the flagship journal of the May Fourth Movement, 
New Youth. With the establishment of the Chinese Communist Party in 1921, 
Marxism soon became a popular form of social thought among scholars. Before this 
ideology was repressed in 1927, the Communist Party and the Nationalist Party had 
good cooperation and formed a revolutionary united front. The parties shared a 
similar purpose of unifying China through dispelling the imperialistic forces and 
overthrowing the warlords. However, the cooperation collapsed in 1927. It brought 
about the low tide of Chinese revolution, and native scholars began to reconsider the 
nature of Chinese society. It was believed that the nature of the Chinese revolution 
was determined by the nature of Chinese society.
The three Marxist controversies broke out in succession from the 1920s to the 1930s. 
They were the characteristics of Chinese society, the history of Chinese society, and 
the characteristics of Chinese rural society. The first controversy had the purpose of 
reconsidering the future of the Chinese revolution, and it required discerning the 
authentic characteristics of Chinese society. The history of Chinese society was a 
continuation of the first controversy. Chinese society, in the past, had been discussed 
when the present characteristics remained uncertain. In this controversy, the history of 
China was reconceptualised in Marxist terms. The original history of dynastic 
rotations had been transformed to fit into the universal schema of the staged 
development of human society. Between 1934 and 1935, because rural society 
constituted the major content of Chinese society, the last debate represented the 
epilogue of the previous controversies.
191
It is notable that even though there are three controversies, they share a substantial 
similarity in that all of them applied Marxist vocabularies and theories to describe 
Chinese society. Benjamin Schwartz (1954) discussed the Marxist controversy in 
China. He mentioned it as ‘the Controversy on China’s Social History’. The 
controversy had to address two imperative issues: first, to explain the nature of the 
pre-communist Chinese society; second, to explain the historical development of 
Chinese society in accordance with the scheme of social development by Marx. It is 
obvious that the controversy mentioned by Schwartz was a synthesis of two separate 
controversies. For Arif Dirlik (1978), in his monograph Revolution and History, the 
major emphasis as indicated in the subtitle was on the origin of Marxist 
historiography. He clearly pointed out how, in the Chinese context, the present society 
and history were closely related.
History to the Marxist historians was neither a mere pastime nor a scholarly enterprise; 
it was both fiinetional and eminently practical. Marxists wanted urgently to understand 
the past because it held within it, they believed, the secret to the dynamics of 
contemporary society, a society whose destiny they wished fervently to shape. (Dirlik, 
1978, p.4)
The three controversies were concerned with the past, present, and future Chinese 
society. As a matter of fact, one salient feature of Marxism in the Chinese context is 
that it was endowed with the capability of addressing the philosophical, revolutionary, 
and historical issues of China. As an all inclusive theory, it covered the issues from 
the past to the present, and then to the future. However, this section will concentrate 
on the first two controversies. They represented the core issues of studying Chinese 
society in terms of Marxist theories. The third was a continuation of the first two 
controversies, but more focused on rural societies.
The first controversy, on the characteristics of Chinese society, broke out in 1927. The 
Chinese revolution was in frustration when the cooperation between the Communist 
Party and the Nationalist Party ended. The future of Chinese revolution required 
reconsideration, and an answer could be attained only through correctly discerning the 
nature of Chinese society. This controversy was directly linked to providing 
theoretical guidance to revolution. Accordingly, if Chinese society is feudalist, then
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the revolution should be bourgeois; if Chinese society is capitalist, then the revolution 
should be socialist. Even though there were very different answers, one synthesised 
answer eventually became the mainstream - Chinese society is semi-colonial and 
semi-feudal. Two targets of Chinese revolution were determined by this synthesis - 
domestic feudalism and foreign imperialism.
In 1937, in a summary work of introducing the controversy. He Ganzhi depicted the 
outcome of this controversy. For him, the nature of Chinese society after the 
controversy had become common sense among ordinary people.
Now, you ask any of the youth who has an interest in social problems a question of 
what Chinese society is. The answer must be a semi-colonial and semi-feudal society 
dominated by imperialism. (He, 1937, p.l)
In contrast with distinguishing the characteristics of Chinese society, the social history 
controversy indicated less revolutionary connotations. Guo Moruo (1892-1978), a 
native scholar who received a modem education in Japan, with his publication of 
Study on Ancient Chinese History (Guo, 1930), initiated this debate. He even became 
the first to reconceptualise Chinese history according to the Marxist schema of social 
history. The traditional Chinese history of dynastic rotations was replaced by an 
evolutionary story. Chinese society, like other human societies, underwent a transition 
from primitive to slavery, and then to feudalist society. The publication of the book 
sparked fierce debate concerning the history of Chinese society. From 1931 onwards, 
Dushu Zazhi (Readers’ Miscellany) became the major journal for this debate. Up to 
1934, four special volumes on the social history controversy were published.
The social history controversy implies that Chinese history should be reorganised to 
fit into the Marxist schema of social development. Native scholars started to apply 
new terms such as mode of production, economic foundation and superstmcture to 
depict the history of China. Before Marxism was accepted finally as the national 
ideology, these controversies in history were inevitable and necessary. However, as 
posited by Schwartz (1954, p. 152), Marx himself did not study China’s economic 
stmcture closely. The Chinese situation seems to fit all the categories of Marx’s 
modes of production and none at all. Schwartz believed that the controversy was
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completely unresolved until after the communist party took over China, and then it 
was ‘solved’ by act of state. In 1939, one decade before Mao Zedong finally became 
the leader of China, in his Introducing the Communist, the nature of Chinese society 
and revolution were officially stated. The targets of Chinese revolution were 
imperialism and feudalism, because China was a semi-colonial and semi-feudal 
society. Until the present day, this statement has remained a stable element of national 
discourse.
The Marxist controversy constitutes the early period of introducing Marxism to China. 
Marxist theories and vocabularies were applied to locating the historical and 
contemporary position of Chinese society, and to guiding the direction of Chinese 
revolution. However, before Marxism was ultimately set to be the national ideology, 
the controversy itself implies the tension between Marxism as a general theory and 
Chinese society as an object.
8.2.2 The absence of Chinese sociologists
Chinese sociologists kept a distance from this communist revolution, even though 
Robert Parker in the 1930s used to worry about the revolutionary zeal of his Chinese 
students. Li Jinghan was eager to conduct social surveys for the purpose of taking a 
constructive role in changing China. Fei Xiaotong (1939) applied a metaphor, stating 
that his work was not written in ink but in the blood of millions, to express his desire 
of changing Chinese society from its backward state. Wu Wenzao and his colleagues 
in the 1930s planned to conduct community studies for generating a systematic 
picture about Chinese society for addressing social problems. There was a salient 
absence of sociologists in the Marxist controversies. Concerning the professions of 
the native scholars who became involved in the Marxist controversy, Arif Dirlik (1978) 
noted that participant sat the initial stage were not professional trained historians. Key 
members such as Tao Xisheng and Guo Moruo were trained in law and literature. 
Although, with the expansion of this controversy, more professional historians and 
economists had taken part in the debate, there was a collective invisibility of 
sociologists. Even in the later stages, the theme of the controversy shifted from social 
history to the nature of rural society. In parallel with these controversies, Chinese 
sociologists were busy conducting social surveys and community studies, and none of
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them were involved in these controversies.
The absence of sociologists in these Marxist controversies implies a ‘blemish’ on 
Chinese sociology. They did not make a recognised contribution to moving forward 
the Chinese revolution, in contrast to Marxist scholars in the area of history or 
economics. Hence, in the 1980s, in the early years when Chinese sociology was 
revived after the abolition, when writing a disciplinary history, native historians might 
find themselves in the embarrassing position of preparing one chapter about Marxist 
sociology before 1949. The Marxist controversy included issues such as the nature of 
Chinese society. No issues could be more sociological than the one to study the nature 
of society. However, the tradition of Chinese sociology was to keep a distance fi*om 
Marxist ideology and this finally led to the absence of native sociologists.
Table 8.1 Marxist scholars mentioned in the books of disciplinary history*
Year Author Title Marxist Scholars
1948 Sun Benwen Contemporary Chinese Sociology 0
2000 Zheng Hangsheng, Li 
Yingsheng
New History of Chinese Sociology 4
2001 Yang Yabing Modem Chinese Sociology 2
2004 Yan Ming Sociology in China 3
* Han Minghan’s monograph in 1987 is not included in this table. Many Marxist seholars were eounted 
as sociologists by Han, although in history they were not regarded as soeiologists. This monograph will 
be diseussed separately.
Table 8.1 summarises the number of Marxist scholars mentioned in major historical 
monographs about Chinese sociology. Sun Benwen’s work demonstrates the 
invisibility of Marxist scholars in Chinese sociology before the arrival of the 
communist regime in 1949. The invisibility here does not mean that there was no 
Marxist sociology before the 1950s. Rather, it demonstrates the position of Marxist 
scholars in Chinese sociology before the 1950s; they were not recognised as such by 
the discipline.
Han Minghan’s (1987) History o f Chinese Sociology might be the only monograph of 
disciplinary history which includes the three controversies arising from applying 
Marxist theories to interpreting Chinese society. I did not count the numbers of 
Marxist scholars mentioned in this monograph, because the boundary between
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sociologists and Marxists was blurred in his work. The author indicated a strong 
motivation in connecting the growth of Marxism and sociology together. As a result, 
some Marxist scholars were given a sociologist label, and the Marxist controversy 
without the participation of sociologists was included in his disciplinary history.
The Marxist controversies in this work were presented in an individual chapter. In this 
chapter, the growth of Chinese sociology was depicted as being associated with the 
Marxist controversies. Nevertheless, scholars who participated in these controversies 
rarely had the title of sociologist; most of them were in the area of historiography, 
politics, and economics. Taking into consideration the invisiblity of sociologists in 
these debates, questions have to be asked as to why the author chose such a title and 
why these controversies among Marxist scholars were included in the disciplinary 
history. One possible answer is found by tracking into the historical context in the 
1980s when the restoration of Chinese sociology had just happened. Hence, building 
the genealogy of Chinese sociology in the 1980s relied heavily on Marxist resources 
in Chinese history. This indicates an ideological consideration; it also gives an 
example of how disciplinary history could be construeted under a particular political 
context. As a consequence, the practice of non-sociologists became an important part 
of the reconstructed disciplinary history.
8.3 Marxism ‘within’ and ‘between’ sociology
In this section, I use the word ‘within’ and ‘between’ to demonstrate the interesting 
relation between Marxism and Chinese sociology. Marxism and sociology co-existed 
and had a competing relationship. On the one hand, there were some Marxist scholars 
that regarded themselves as sociologists even though mainstream sociology held a 
hostile attitude towards Marxism. On the other hand, Marxism underwent a 
thoroughly different route in interpreting Chinese society. While the mainstream 
sociology was eager to practice and imitate the imported American or European 
sociological methods and theories, Marxism ultimately was established as a national 
ideology. In the 1950s, Marxist orthodoxy resulted in reconsidering the existence of 
sociology as a discipline. The term ‘sociology’ in the Chinese context then referred to 
the Western and bourgeois sociology and because of this presupposition it was seen as
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a form of original sin for its early ignorance of Marxism and historical materialism. 
And thus the original setting of Marxism within sociology was shifted to a 
juxtaposition between Marxism and bourgeois sociology. The purpose of this section 
is to delineate the trajectory of the recognition of Marxism in sociology in new China.
Originally, Chinese sociologists were annoyed they were treated as radicals by the 
public and the government. The reason is that in the 1920s, sociology and socialism 
were likely to be confused by the Chinese people.
In 1925, one Chinese sociologist observed sociological courses in China and listed 
eight defects. One of the defects was that sociology and socialism were 
indistinguishable.
In one of our national universities, one lecturer named himself as an expert in 
sociology. Listeners admired him too. However, his course for the first year’s students 
is all about Karl Marx. Sociology is regarded as socialism by him. Thanks to the 
indifference of our governmental officials, or we must be sent to prisons when 
sociologists and social revolutionaries are confused. (Xu, 1925, p.l)
According to the author, Xu Shilian, a scholar graduated from the University of Iowa, 
Marx should not be considered as the content of sociology. At the same time he 
pointed out the political environment of China in the 1920s in which Marx and 
socialism were repressed by the government. Xu Shilian’s worry of being arrested by 
the government was not a joke. When introducing Chinese sociology to English 
readers in 1931, Xu Shilian gave an example that the founder of a bi-monthly Chinese 
sociological journal, Yu Tianxiu, had been arrested by the government in Beijing. 
During that time, sociological journals were regarded as radical publications by the 
government; and sociology and socialism were mixed up. Sociologists were treated as 
radical thinkers. Xu Shilian (1931) said that Yu Tianxiu was arrested for unexplained 
reasons; even he was under the risk of being arrested by the military as warned by his 
friend, because of his job as a professor of sociology and a co-editor of Yu Tianxiu’s 
the Chinese Journal o f Sociology. The arrest of Yu Tianxiu and the direct experience 
of Xu Shilian reflect the political environment of contemporary China..
197
In the field of social problems, another Chinese sociologist. Sun Benwen (1927) also 
complained about the misunderstanding between socialism and social problems 
research. In his essay What Is a Social Problem, he posited that recently there had 
been a common misunderstanding. When someone talks about social problems, he or 
she will be understood as talking about socialism. Sun Benwen then opened fire on 
the naive understanding of social science in China. Chinese people were blamed for a 
lack of scientific training and being content with superficial understanding.
Ironically, before the difference between social problems and socialism was clear, in 
1919, there was a controversy about the correct way to study Chinese problems. 
Marxist scholars were under attack for their avocation of ‘isms’. Hu Shi (1891-1962), 
a student of John Dewey, proposed that in China, scholars should emphasise 
researching social problems rather than advocating foreign imported ‘isms’. As I have 
discussed in chapter 5, one salient result of the May Fourth Movement was that 
diversified Western ideologies were imported into China for remedying this country. 
However, the diversified ‘isms’ were believed to be abstract and artificial, they were 
of little use in addressing China’s problems. Thus Hu Shi (Hu, 1989)^ proposed that 
there is a need for ‘more study of questions, less study of isms’; for him, addressing 
detailed problems practically was much more pressing than any advocacy of isms.
One of the Marxist scholars, who were also early founders of the Chinese communist 
party, Li Dazhao, made a reply to Hu Shi’s censure. In his Re-discuss the Problem 
and the Ism (Li, 1999)^, problem and ism were combined together. Addressing a 
detailed question requires a movement supported by the majority of the people, but 
only through propagandising the ideal ism is a great moment possible; and this ism 
should be established as a collective ideal for most people. Then he posited that 
historical materialism should be applied to analyse Chinese society. Because Chinese 
society required a fundamental remedy, and while the economic structure remained 
unreformed, there was no possibility of addressing the social problems one by one.
The debate between Hu Shi and Li Dazhao represents two kinds of ideologies. They 
share the motive of addressing Chinese national problems. However, one placed his
*The original, published in Weekly Review in 1919. 
^The original, published in Weekly Review in 1919.
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emphasis on detailed and practical issues, while the other focused on advocating 
communism for mobilising people and arousing public concern. The gap between the 
practical effect and the ideal advocated inevitably led to such a controversy. However, 
Chinese sociologists were not concerned much about the revolutionary proposal of 
Marxism. This kind of disciplinary identity as an ‘evidence of crime’ in the 1950s led 
to criticism, and finally to the abolition of, sociology. This will be discussed in the 
next section.
In the 1920s, the sociology department in Shang Hai University was the only one 
prior to 1949 which taught Marxism exclusively. This was due to the cooperation 
between the Chinese Communist Party and the Nationalist Party. During that time, 
they shared the same political purpose in eliminating Chinese warlords and in 
unifying China. It is notable that, Qu Qiubai (1899-1935), the head of the department 
of sociology at Shang Hai University, was later the chairman of the Chinese 
Communist Party from 1927 to 1928 and from 1930 to 1931. However, the existence 
of this unique department did not last long. With the fracture of the cooperative 
relation between the two parties, Shang Hai University was forced to close its doors in 
1927. Besides this department, there were other individuals who taught Marxism in 
sociology departments. But the consequences that waited them were the same, to 
leave the university \  Some of them had even greater misfortune; Li Dazhao, the 
aforementioned founder of Chinese Communist Party was executed in 1927 and Qu 
Qiubai was executed by the republican government in 1935.
In the historical account of sociology after the 1980s, Qu Qiubai’s Modern Sociology 
([1924] 1988) is believed to be the first monograph written by a Chinese scholar, 
should which 'illustrates some basic questions of sociology and preliminarily 
constructs a sociological system based on Marxism' (Li, 1992, p.48). Li Dazhao was 
regarded as the one who ‘bridged the gap between sociology and Marxism in China’. 
He is not only the pioneer of introducing Marxism, but also the pioneer of introducing 
historical materialism sociology (Yang, 2001, p.94). The death of these Marxist 
scholars reflects the tough situation of Marxism within Chinese sociology before the
’ As Marxism was not the mainstream, in contrast to the non-Marxist scholars, the number of these 
scholars is quite small. See table 8.1 which summarises the Marxist scholars who appeared in 
disciplinary history.
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1950s. Besides these two Marxist scholars who are frequently recorded in disciplinary 
history. Li Da (1890-1966) is another Marxist scholar who should not be neglected.
Li Da, who graduated from the University of Tokyo in Japan and was one of the early 
founders of the Chinese Communist Party, was the most active scholar in introducing 
Marxist sociology. Li Da earned his reputation for publishing two monographs to 
disseminate Marxist sociology systematically. His Modem Sociology and Elements o f  
Sociology were published separately in 1926 and 1937. The first book interpreted 
historical materialism and scientific socialism and to 1933, fourteen editions had been 
published. It was said that almost every revolutionary at that time had this book to 
hand (Yan, 2004, p. 194). The title Modem Sociology even became a tag of his crime; 
in the 1930s, he became a wanted man in the eyes of the authorities. The wanted 
circular described him as 'a renowned communist leader, used to be a fake university 
professor, published Modern Sociology, spared no effort in disseminating red’\  In 
addition, this book might be the first one in China to define sociology in the terms of 
Marxist ideology. Materialist sociology and idealistic sociology are the two modes of 
sociology. The first chapter argues for the class nature of sociology. Li Da (1980) 
points out that although Marx did not use the term sociology and did not call himself a 
sociologist, his creation of historical materialism and his value in sociology is without 
question. Tmth, without social class, is impossible. Each popular thought represents 
the interest of a certain class. The class nature of sociology is reflected in the conflict 
within sociology based on different interests. The intention of Li Da’s book was an 
attempt to transform social science to historical materialism, and this was believed to 
be a new flag of sociology.
The second book is a grander one. As posited by Nick Knight (1996), this book even 
influenced Mao Zedong’s philosophical thought considerably. Mao Zedong said that 
he read this book ten times (Knight, 1996, p. 160). However, even though this book 
has the word of ‘sociology’ in its title, its contour is philosophical. It introduces the 
materialistic dialectic, scientific historical materialism, the economic stmcture, the 
political constmction, and the ideology of society. It includes sections on the 
generation of our solar system, the earth, and even life.
* Red is a symbol of the Chinese Communist Party before the 1950s. The source of this description is 
from Collected Works o f Li Da (1980).
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The philosophical contour of this book raises a question here. What is sociology as 
understood by Li Da or other Marxist scholars? The answer to this question might be 
a reference for us to understand the relation between sociology and Marxism. Li Da, 
for example, set the tone of his sociology at the beginning of his work Elements o f  
Sociology.
The only scientific method of sociology is materialistic dialectics. This scientific 
method treats society as a continuously developed and lively organism for 
comprehension. (Li, 1937, p .l)
According to Li Da, materialist dialectics is the fundamental argument and the 
backbone of the entire work. Li Da’s argument and his work were never were 
recorded in the disciplinary description of sociology before 1949. The reason for this 
can be attributed to the political environment at his time. It is notable that one salient 
feature of his work is the lack of empirical analysis, in contrast to Marxist scholars 
who were involved in the aforementioned Marxist controversies. Guo Moruo for 
example, who sparked the social history controversy, looked to the Chinese ancient 
classics for empirical evidence to support historical materialism. In this sense, Li Da’s 
work was mere revolutionary ideological advocacy. The revolution not only refers to 
changing Chinese society from semi-feudal and semi-colonial to a socialist society, 
but also to changing Chinese sociology fi*om idealism to materialism. Like Li Dazhao 
and Qu Qiubai, he was dismissed from his teaching job and was wanted by the 
authorities.
How did sociologists respond to Marxism? With the rise of the Chinese Communist 
Party in the last five years of the 1940s, Chinese sociologists had no reason to neglect 
this tendency. The year 1948 was uneven in China: the civil war between the Chinese 
Communist Party and the Nationalist Party was approaching its end and the 
developmental route of China soon would be settled. For most of the Chinese people, 
their lives would experience a drastic change a year later. Officially, a ‘New China’ 
was established with the arrival of the communist party. This word ‘New China’ first 
came from an official newspaper named Renmin Ribao (People’s Daily). On 
September 22nd 1949, a few days before the founding ceremony of Communist China, 
an editorial pronounced that ‘an old China is extinct, a New China is established’.
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The term New China soon became a national discourse lasting to the present day.
The attitude of Chinese sociologists concerning the arrival of ‘New China’ was a 
significant path for reflecting the disciplinary identity in terms of the relation between 
Chinese sociology and Marxism. Sun Benwen and Fei Xiaotong, two leading Chinese 
sociologists, on the eve of 1949 separately offered a review about the route or 
development of sociology in China. They traced the trajectory of Chinese sociology 
fi*om the beginning when their senior, Yan Fu, translated Herbert Spencer’s The Study 
o f Sociology to their time. Taking into account the historical moment of 1949, their 
texts were marked by the imprint of the external atmosphere in which the Communist 
Party soon would take over China. In this sense, a contextualised understanding of the 
relation between sociology and Marxism can be attained through analysing their 
depiction of the trajectory of this discipline. The two figures indicated different 
responses to the contemporary political situation.
In 1948, in his Recent Tendency o f Chinese Sociological Development, based on fifty 
years of Chinese sociology. Sun Benwen (1948b) listed six tendencies of the recent 
twenty years: first, field studies such as social surveys and community studies; second, 
emphasis on analysing and referring to local data; third, translating the classic 
sociological works; fourth, discussing the theoretical system of sociology such as the 
publication of principles and elements of sociology; fifth, emphasis on introducing 
new thoughts; sixth, researching social undertakings and social administration. It is 
notable that there was no space for Marxism or Marxist sociology in these tendencies 
which ranged fi*om introducing new thoughts or translating classics. This invisibility 
on the one hand reflects the marginal position of Marxism in Chinese sociology; on 
the other hand, it reflects the official attitude fi-om Sun Benwen who at one time held 
a governmental position. In the 1930s when Marxism and Marxist scholars were 
repressed by the republican government, he was one of the native sociologists who 
had an official position, as chief in the Higher Education Department of the Ministry 
of Education. Sun Benwen’s depiction represents the mainstream before the 1950s. In 
1948, the eve of a new China, Sun Benwen listed the recent tendency of Chinese 
sociology, but he did not pay attention to the new tendency of Chinese society - the 
arrival of a Communist regime.
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Unlike Sun Benwen, Fei Xiaotong paid attention to the political tendency of China in 
the late of 1940s. His The Growth o f Chinese Sociology (1948)^ not only set the May 
Fourth Movement as a crucial historical moment for the development of Chinese 
sociology from Yan Fu’s old style, and also from traditional Confucius-based 
sociology, to a new sociology. Fei Xiaotong discussed the historical relation and 
future cooperation between sociologists and socialists. He suggested that people did 
not pay much attention to the difference between sociology and socialism, and there is 
no wide difference between this two. The only difference might be the attitude. 
Socialism treats certain social ideas as a priori premises and this is the faith of 
socialists. However, social science is critical and the interest lies in where the ideas 
come from. And thus, social science’s attitude toward the status quo is curious to 
understand, while socialism is oriented to change and action. Fei Xiaotong dreamed of 
the integration of sociologists and socialists, even though socialists were adherent to 
dogmatic premises and a lack of factual data. For Fei Xiaotong, these defects of 
socialists could be remedied by sociological studies, because analysing empirical data 
is one salient characteristics of sociology. He made the prediction:
I myself certainly do not believe that sociology can take the place of socialism, but I 
definitely do believe that sociology can help in social planning. All socialist systems 
were developed to realise some sort of social order, and a social order implies the 
necessity for some sort of social planning. (Fei, 1948, p. 187)
Fei Xiaotong held a hopeful attitude toward Chinese socialism. Concerning the arrival 
of the new China, he expressed his experience and hope for the arrival of a new China 
after 1949:
A friend from the liberated zone^ told me that he witnessed the hope of China after 
coming to Beijing. I ask him how you could have such feeling. He simply answered 
that everyone is moving and changing. That is right. We have entered into a new China 
and a new age. The old society on our body is eliminated and overcame little by little. 
The time is only one year, the achievement is certainly limited. I think everyone is on 
the road of light. That is the newborn power, and also the hope of a new China (Fei,
*The English version of this paper is included in McGough (1979). Fei hsaio-t'ung : The dilemma o f a 
Chinese intellectual.
 ^Before Chinese Communist Party finally took over China, areas controlled by Communist Party were 
called liberating zone. Besides liberating zones, there were some zones ruled by Nationalist Party.
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1950a, p. 18).
However, these passionate words from Fei Xiaotong could not foresee the fate of 
Chinese sociology. Fei Xiaotong failed to predict the status of sociology in a new 
China. Ambrose and Wang (1978) applied a metaphor to describe the trajectory of 
sociology from the early transplant to the demise. Sociology in China was a Western 
follower which had been transplanted and had gradually taken root in Chinese soil. 
However, on the eve of 1949, this flower had not reached maturity. Instead of 
embarking on a ship sailing toward a new age, it encountered a political storm and 
sank with a dream unfulfilled (Ambrose and Wang, 1978, p.44). The arrival of new 
China favoured by Fei Xiaotong was not the original fertilised Chinese soil into which 
sociology had been introduced. The soil had changed radically, and so did sociology.
8.4 1949-1952. from self-adaptation to demise
In this section, firstly, I will discuss the self-adaptation of Chinese sociology to fit the 
new environment. Marxism began to be recognised by scholars as a guide for the 
remoulding of this discipline. Secondly, I will demonstrate the failure of Chinese 
sociology in gaining legitimacy as an independent discipline in this new environment. 
Sociology was heavily influenced and determined by the external environmental 
changes.
8.4.1 1949-1950. the self-adaptation of Chinese sociologv
The arrival of a communist China brought about significant change in Chinese society. 
As suggested by Ambrose and Wang (1978), the year 1949 is a political year in a 
dramatic sense. Marxism had become a dominant ideology, from a counter-ideology 
in a previously marginal position. Chinese higher education inevitably underwent a 
significant change. On 11 October 1949, ten days after the establishment of the 
People's Republic of China, the government issued a document on the remoulding of 
higher education. Seven departments in universities or colleges were required to be 
remoulded - literature, history, philosophy, economics, politics, law, and education. 
Marxist theories such as historical materialism, material dialectics and relevant 
courses were set as compulsory for these departments. The fact that sociology was not 
mentioned in this document aroused suspicion among sociologists, who worried about
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whether this discipline would be removed from universities by the newly established 
government.
In March 1950, professors of sociology from Tsingua, Yenching and Fujen 
Universities in Beijing organised a conference about remoulding the discipline of 
sociology under this new tendency. This conference produced a report titled How to 
Remould the Sociology Department. It was written by Fei Xiaotong. Institutionally 
and intellectually, this report contains elaborative information regarding how this 
discipline could be changed to conform to the new China. It also represents a change 
of disciplinary identity among Chinese sociologists. According to this report, 
sociologists admitted that Marxism should be set as the guidance for remoulding the 
discipline. Concerning the changing attitude George William Skinner (1951) proposed 
that Chinese sociologists had a tradition of embracing political leftism. They were 
most ready to cooperate with the new Communist authorities. In the movement of 
remoulding the university and curriculums, sociologists were always taking the lead. 
And thus, Skinner concluded (1951, p.365) that with the appearance of books and 
articles on a revised sociological doctrine, new sociology took its place alongside the 
new democracy, the new history, the new agronomy, the new art, etc. In this sense, 
new sociology in new China should have a flourishing future. However, as mentioned 
from the beginning, Skinner failed to predict the fate of the existence of sociology in 
China. He understood the change of sociology as a political preference to embrace 
Marxism, but he did not capture the subtle relation between Chinese sociology and the 
new regime; particularly he neglected the self-adaptation of sociology to secure its 
position in a totally new environment.
This self-adaptation was twofold. Firstly, Chinese sociologists recounted the origin of 
sociology with a class perspective and placed the emphasis on its positive significance 
in exposing the defects of capitalism; and secondly, Chinese sociologists offered a 
new institutional-reforming project which included a new role for sociology and an 
upgraded curriculum. The self-adaptation implied a strategy of Chinese sociologists in 
forging a new disciplinary identity when confronted by the external political 
environment.
To begin with, Fei Xiaotong and his colleagues attempted to dilute the political colour
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of sociology. Compared with other disciplines in social sciences, the particularity of 
sociology was proposed to convey the message that this discipline requires special 
consideration rather than to be dealt with harshly. The particularity has two aspects. 
On the one hand, the situation of sociology is unlike other social sciences which 
require deeper inquiry, or even large-scale remoulding; on the other hand, there is no 
urgency to change this discipline when comparing it with other social sciences. In 
comparison with subjects such as law or politics, sociology does not have a direct link 
to the bourgeois government; its foundation was based on the old regime. The newly 
established regime definitely should have innovative law and politics, and thus, the 
legitimacy of the departments of law and politics should reconfigure to conform to the 
new regime. However, sociology did not have this problem. It was closely attached to 
Chinese society rather than the government. Fieldwork was the orientation of Chinese 
sociology, and because of this, the discipline was under attack for its lack of 
theoretical consideration, and some universities even refused to support sociology as 
an independent department (Fei, 1950b, p.56). In this self-portrait, sociology in China 
was described as a repressed and even marginal discipline in Chinese universities 
before the 1950s. The fieldwork of sociology emphasised by Fei, making a distinction 
between sociology and other subjects, had the purpose of diluting the political colour 
of sociology.
Furthermore, the origin story of sociology and its Chinese context was recounted. Fei 
Xiaotong and his colleagues criticised the neglect of historical materialism in 
sociology, and meanwhile, the positive aspects of sociology were emphasised. Even 
though sociology is a bourgeois discipline, it still exposed the defects of capitalist 
society. In the end, the failure of sociology was in its innate limitation; it was only 
motivated to provide social remedies rather than support social revolution.
The origin of sociology was traced back to France in the eighteenth century. The 
chaotic consequence of the rise of capitalism in France aroused thoughts of utopian 
socialism and sociology was one school generated from the utopian socialism. The 
early founders such as Le Play and Durkheim started their analysis from social 
pathology, but they were not Marxists and they did not apply class analysis in their 
studies. The French capitalist society never could be changed through this idealistic 
knowledge. However, Le Play and Durkheim exposed the irrational phenomena of
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capitalist society such as crime, suicide, unemployment, and poverty. The relation 
between sociology and capitalism was that ‘the more the capitalist contradiction is 
deepened, the more the social pathologies are intensified; this leads to the demands of 
social work and the development of sociology’ (Fei, 1950b, p.54). Moreover, 
sociology has been belittled for a long time in capitalist society. This is not accidental. 
One the one hand, it exposes the defects of capitalism, even though this exposure is 
not revolution; on the other hand, sociology is merely engaged in some mending work. 
Just as slaves serving their master, the work is not always important. Subjects such as 
law, politics and economics were responsible for important work that maintained the 
bourgeois regime. Sociology was compared with other disciplines frequently in the 
report. According to this interpretive strategy, the ‘guilt’ of sociology as a discipline to 
support the reactionary bourgeois government was presented as more trivial and 
indirect.
Another salient interpretive strategy is that Fei Xiaotong and his colleagues tried to 
narrow the distance between sociology and socialism. Utopian socialism is depicted 
as the ‘fountainhead’ which generates sociology. Le Play and Durkheim were 
understood as founders of sociology and two representatives of idealism, but their 
failure to apply class analysis resulted in their failure of moving society forward. 
Chinese sociologists at the beginning made the same ‘mistake’. In building the 
genealogy of Chinese sociology, the soil which fostered Le Play and Durkheim was 
believed to be the same situation Chinese sociologists had to confront.
The development of Chinese society is similar to that of Europe 100 years ago. 
Agricultural handcraft was under considerable impact from massive industrial 
production. This objective situation is likely to guide a part of Chinese students in 
sociology to follow the route of French sociology in the early years, and to place their 
foci on investigating social pathology, and finally it became utopian socialism. (Fei, 
1950b, p.55)
Hence, the connection between sociology and utopian socialism was built. Chinese 
sociologists posited that even though sociology in China was close to utopian 
socialism previously, it still tended to accept scientific socialism. In addition, 
partially or covertly, Marxism had entered into universities in the 1930s. After the
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liberation, scientific social science was not illegal anymore. Now was the time to 
revise the previous faults of utopian socialism, and to substitute them with scientific 
socialism. The aforementioned complexity of Chinese sociology referred to the 
ambiguous relation between sociology and two kinds of socialism, utopian and 
scientific. This complexity required special consideration to remould this discipline. 
Moreover, through recounting the origin story of sociology, Fei Xiaotong and his 
colleagues reached a conclusion that Chinese sociology was critical of the status quo, 
and was likely to conform to the democratic movement. Sociology then was inclined 
to progress in revolutionary waves.
Besides recounting the genetic story of sociology, in order to secure the position in 
higher education, sociologists proposed an institutional reforming project for Chinese 
sociology. Figure 8.1 demonstrates the basic understanding of the future picture of 
Chinese social sciences depicted by sociologists. History and philosophy are already 
dominated by Marxism, and the two areas are fixed. Politics, economics and law have 
bourgeois characteristics and are closely relevant to the old government before 1949. 
Sociology here has a particularity that it can be treated as fundamental course for all 
the social sciences. Below is an account from a sociologist who participated in the 
conference in discussing the future role and remoulding of sociology departments.
We both agree that Marxism and Leninism are the foundation of social sciences in the 
future. No matter politics, economics, history, and philosophy, they should have a 
common foundation. They separately develop from this foundation. And thus, there is 
no necessity to maintain these departments individually. In the near future, a school of 
social sciences should be formed, and the current departments will have a research 
emphasis in this school. Sociological courses will become fundamental for this school. 
If there are professional sociological courses, they can become an emphasis in this 
school. (Fei, 1950b, p.58)
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Figure 8.1 The constitution of School of Social Sciences
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(Source: Fei, 1950b, p.59)
All the departments could be merged into one school of social sciences. According to 
this scheme, the unified school consists of individual departments. Two roles were 
assigned to sociology in this scheme. First, it could have a research emphasis. 
Secondly, sociology should offer fundamental courses for all the departments. The 
fundamental courses here refer to Marxism and Leninism. It is notable that this 
scheme indicates that the future of sociology remained unaddressed. Sociologists 
were not prepared to reform sociology departments with a research emphasis within 
this unified school, with only a tiny space reserved for sociology’s future development. 
Accordingly, the position of sociology after 1949 indicates a fogbound image, an 
undetermined position. At any rate, teaching Marxism and Leninism minimally should 
secure the position of sociology, even though what happened later did not ftilfil the 
expectations of Chinese sociologists. However, the proposed reform of departments 
merged into a school never was realised.
The reform of the sociology department aside, Chinese sociologists further proposed 
an upgrade of curriculum for sociology. In the official document issued on 11th 
October 1949 concerning remoulding higher education in China, courses of Marxism 
and Leninism penetrated the curriculums and took a dominant position. Figure 8.2 is 
the curriculum for undergraduates of sociology department. According to this chart, 
courses of Marxism and Leninism are the only ones which continue for the four-year
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degree programme. This is the most salient feature of the curriculum.
Figure 8.2 Curriculum for sociology department
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(Source: Fei, 1950b, p.64)
The curriculum consists of three kinds of courses. First are the Marxism and Leninism 
courses; second are cultural instrumental courses; third are sociological professional 
courses. The compulsory courses on Marxism and Leninism include Historical 
Materialism and Dialectical Materialism, New Democracy, Selected Readings of 
Marxism and Leninism, and Policy and Law. The cultural instrumental courses 
include language and literature, statistics, social survey methods, and historical 
knowledge. Concerning the sociological courses, Fei Xiaotong and his colleagues did 
not give much information. Urban and rural society and the issue of ethnic minority 
were two temporarily proposed courses, because the sociology departments at that 
time lacked research in these areas. Another notable fact in this curriculum is that 
statistics and social survey methods, which had been the core of the sociological 
approach, were now classified into the basic cultural instrumental knowledge for 
undergraduates. They do not have the name of sociology, but this change still implies 
the effort made by Chinese sociologists to survive in a new environment.
As a matter of fact, the recommendations of the report of How to Remould the 
Sociology Department in the disciplinary history of Chinese sociology were never 
applied. However, the existence of this report still contains significant information 
concerning how Chinese sociologists adapted to conform to the new regime. In 
contrast to Fei Xiaotong’s writing three years previously, which was mentioned in the
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previous section, the ambitious confidence about the prospects of establishing 
cooperative relations with socialism by offering expertise in empirical research was 
invisible by March 1950.
8.4.2 1950-1953. the demise of Chinese sociologv
The demise of Chinese sociology constitutes an essential chapter in its disciplinary 
history, with scholars offering different interpretations of the abolition of this 
discipline. Mou Qing (1994) coined a term ‘the suspension of professionalisation’ to 
depict this event: ‘it is a phenomenon of rupture which happened in a transitional 
period in twentieth century China; this rupture resulted from a delaying of 
transformation of Chinese sociological theory’ (p.51). The ‘delaying’ refers to the 
failure of Chinese sociology before the 1950s to accept Marxist theories. The pre­
supposition of this argument is that Chinese society had shifted to a new social 
formation, and Chinese sociology should transform its theoretical preference and 
orientation in order to conform to this new tendency. However, this theoretical 
transformation was not successful. Miu Qing offered a plausible interpretation when 
he attempted to theorise the demise of sociology. Nevertheless, his pre-supposition of 
the interaction between sociological theory and society is clearly apparent. Others, 
Zheng Hangsheng and Li Yingsheng (2000) in their New History o f Chinese sociology 
listed four reasons for the abolition of Chinese sociology. This interpretation, in 
comparison with Miu Qing’s, is more direct.
Firstly, Comtean sociology was abolished for the rise of Marxist sociology which treats 
historical materialism as the only scientific sociology.
Secondly, the abolition is attributed to the one-sided imitation of the Soviet Union's 
educational system. Sociology was abolished in the 1920s in Soviet Union.
Thirdly, Chinese Communist leaders such as Mao Zedong had a negative impression of 
sociology. While class social revolution was favoured, sociology in the middle ground 
was blamed for its orientation of mild social reform.
Lastly, there was an insufficient understanding about the existence of social problems 
in a socialist country. A newly established socialist China was regarded as a society
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without social dissonance. However, the rise of sociology was understood to have the 
purpose of maintaining bourgeois society and addressing social problems. (Zheng & Li, 
2000, p.177-178)
Liu Haoxing and Liu Yong (2010) identified internal and external reasons for this 
abolition. The first internal reason refers to the divergence of ideology between 
Comtean sociology and Marxist sociology. Sociology for the Communist members 
refers directly to historical materialism and dialectic materialism. Hence, Comte’s 
bourgeois sociology unquestionably should be abolished. The external reason could 
be attributed to the imitation of Soviet Union’s educational reform. In the 1930s 
Soviet Union, Western philosophy, sociology, and psychology were censured for their 
reactionary and imperialist ideologies.
Accordingly, conservative ideology and following the steps of the Soviet Union are 
two major reasons for the demise of Chinese sociology. However, as pointed out by 
Ambrose Yeo-Chi King and Wang Tse-Sang (1978), no official reason was given for 
this mysterious decision. They believed that the seed of the destruction of Chinese 
sociology was planted by a Soviet expert who claimed that there was no sociology in 
Russia. Ambrose and Wang gained their evidential support from quoting a secondary 
source fi’om George William Skinner’s (1951) New Sociology in China. However, the 
unnamed Soviet expert mentioned by Skinner was only explained in the footnote. It 
indicated that the source was according to an oral report of the conference given by 
the president of West China Union University. The 1950s conference refers to the first 
higher education conference in China. A Soviet expert at this conference introduced 
the experience of Soviet higher education, and expressed the view that sociology as a 
discipline never should exist in communist countries. His speech was published on the 
fi-ont page of Guang Ming Daily, an official newspaper as well as People s Daily.
What is sociology? There is no such a science in the scientific field. If it is a science 
which studies society as its object, then the task should belong to historical materialism. 
The term sociology should not exist. In our universities, there should not be two 
thoughts. Either bourgeois sociology or historical materialism, we only choose one of 
them.
(Source: Guangmin Daily, 8th July, 1959)
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According to this account, historical materialism is the only science that has the role 
of studying society. In form, historical materialism exists as a subject like sociology. 
However, sociology here has its original sin for its class characteristic - a bourgeois 
discipline. In the 1930s Chinese context, as previously mentioned, scholars such as 
Qu Qiubai and Li Da held the same idea in treating historical materialism as the only 
scientific sociology. The theoretically-based proposal that historical materialism could 
replace bourgeois sociology is found in Nikolai Bukharin (1925). In his Historical 
Materialism, a System o f Sociology, he pointed out that the working class has its own 
proletarian sociology, known as historical materialism. This theory was elaborated by 
Marx and Engels. It has other names such as ‘the materialist method in history’ or 
‘economic materialism’. Bukharin believed that profound and brilliant theory is the 
most powerful instrument of human thought and understanding.
There was a historical background, in that China imitated the Soviet experience in 
social development. This expert in education was among thousands of Soviet experts 
in 1950s China. The foreign policy of China in the 1950s was highly inclined to the 
Soviet Union or to the Communist Camp; the development of the Soviet mode 
became a reference point for China’s construction. Thousands of Soviet experts were 
sent to China in the name of helping the construction of socialist China and 
introducing the Soviet experience. Higher education was only one area in which 
China was heavily influenced by the Soviet system.
It is notable that before the 1950s, Chinese sociology and higher education had close 
relations with the United States. Chapter 6 mentioned that originally social surveys 
were conducted and sociology departments established under the guidance of 
American missionaries. Once the foreign policy was changed, it had considerable 
impact on Chinese higher education in which British and American graduated Chinese 
scholars were gathered. The tension between China and the United States reached a 
peak in June 1950 when the Korean War broke out; the Chinese government had a 
national strategy to resist America and aid Korea. This led to the movement of 
expelling the American forces at Chinese universities. A decision of ‘handling the 
cultural and educational institutions, relief agents, and religious organisations which 
receive American financial aid’ was issued by the government in this year. The 
document was written by Guo Moruo. After 1949, he played an active and crucial role
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in the new government. He was the president of Chinese Academy of Science and the 
chairman of China Federation of Literary and Arts. Below are the opening words 
made by Guo Morou to claim the necessity of expelling the American forces in China.
For hundreds of years, besides the political, economic and military invasion by 
American imperialism, emphasis was on cultural invasion for a long time. The 
approach to this invasion was through financial aid to religion, education, culture, 
medicine, publishing, and relief agents, in order to control, cheat, and anaesthetise 
Chinese people and to attempt to inject slave ideology to Chinese and to enslave 
Chinese people in spirit. In 1908, the American policy of utilising boxer indemnity to 
control the Chinese cultural and educational undertakings was really malicious. 
Edmund J. James, president of the University of Illinois, once sent a memorandum to 
president Theodore Roosevelt mentioning that ‘the extension of such moral influence 
as this would, even in a purely material sense, mean a larger return for a given outlay 
than could be obtained in any other manner. Trade follows moral and spiritual 
domination far more inevitably than it follows the flag’. This account is the direct 
confession of imperialism for its cultural invasion. Hence, the cultural invasion of 
American imperialism became more active. After the World War I, the number of 
American missionaries in China doubled compared with the number of missionaries 
fi-om other foreign countries.
(Source: People’s Daily, 30th November 1950)
Before the war, church universities still were permitted to receive financial aid fi*om 
overseas \  As a result, in 1951, 21 church universities in China were taken over by the 
government. In 1952 and 1953, after the restructuring of universities and colleges, 
these church universities were abolished; some departments were reorganised and 
merged into other universities. For example, Yenching University, a renowned church 
university in the 1930s in which the sociology department was reputable, became a 
national university in 1951. The school of arts and sciences was merged into Beijing 
University; the school of technology was merged into Tsinghua University. The name 
was abolished; the house was taken over by Beijing University. The destiny of
’ Concerning the uneven history of church universities in China, Jessie Lutz’s (1971) China and the 
Christian Colleges, 1850-1950 offered a detailed description. He pointed out that the war between 
China and America in Korea finally resulted in the failure of separating American strategy and 
American people in church universities. Serving the country became the utmost purpose. Under this 
environment, American staffs and pro-American Chinese were all regarded as enemies of Chinese 
people; and this led to the abolishment of church related schools.
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Yenching University here is an epitome for all the religious based schools in China in 
the 1950s.
The demise of sociology was within the process of reorganising Chinese higher 
education from 1951 to 1953. This reorganisation was not exclusively for sociology; 
the entire Chinese higher education was involved in this reorganisation. Soviet higher 
education provided a role example and hundreds of Chinese colleges and universities 
were restructured to imitate the Soviet model. Some departments were merged with 
other universities to become an independent college or university. Some colleges or 
universities were abolished and gave up their original name. Church universities in 
this reorganisation were all divided and reorganised; some individual departments 
were absorbed by different universities. Within this process, Chinese sociology, a 
discipline that had nearly sixty years of history, was officially moved away from 
Chinese higher education.
Table 8.2 Sociology departments and students, 1948-1953
Year Sociology Departments Number of Students
1948' 21 more than 600
1949-1950 14 unknown
1952 10 472
September 19523 2 110
1953 1 7
According to Han Minghan (1987), before the end of 1948, there were 20 
sociology departments and 975 students.
 ^ In Chinese higher education, the new term begins in September. In 1952, the 
enrolment in sociology departments stopped.
(Source; adapted from Mu Qing, 1994)
Table 8.2 is a quantitative description of sociology departments and students from 
1948 to 1953. The incomplete statistic reflects the limited relevant empirical resources 
that are available. It is a difficult task for a contemporary researcher to draw a 
complete and systematic picture about Chinese sociology in a transitional period from 
the 1940s to 1950s. With the arrival of a new communist regime, 1949 was a chaotic 
and particular year for the Chinese, and scholars had a dilemma to make a decision. 
Some stayed in mainland China, while a number of others crossed the water to Taiwan 
with the Guomingdang government which lost its regime in 1949. Generally, the
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tendency of the decline of Chinese sociology is clear. Sociology departments declined 
drastically from twenty to one within five years, as did the students who majored in 
sociology. In September 1952, the only two remaining universities in which sociology 
departments survived were Yun Nan University and Zhong Shan University. The 
remaining departments had their doors closed, either being abolished entirely or 
merged into other subjects or departments. Officially sociology, as a subject in 
Chinese higher education, ended in 1952. In 1953, after the graduation of seven 
students, the sociology department disappeared in a new China.
A brief conclusion can be drawn here that the existence of sociology in China since 
the 1950s was heavily determined by the external political environment. Chinese 
sociologists made efforts to secure the position of this discipline in the new China, but 
they failed to persuade the new leaders to reserve a position in China’s higher 
education. It was said that Fei Xiaotong, in a conference, implored Mao Zedong not to 
abolish Chinese sociology completely. Fei Xiaotong proposed to keep one seed or 
sprout of sociology; he did not want to see Chinese sociology die out. But Mao 
Zedong refused his proposal resolutely. ^  In the 1960s, Maurice Freedman (1962b) 
described the radical change of Chinese sociology:
During the very period when Chinese soeiety has been undergoing its most radieal 
transformation, the few men capable of illuminating the changes have been, except 
during the temporary release of the “hundred flowers”  ^period, blinkered and silenced. 
(Freedman, 1962b, p. 172)
According to this account, sociologists have the capability of interpreting social 
change. Even though they were not allowed to continue their academic practice, their 
silence and absence reflect the radical change in Chinese society.
' This story can be found from Zhang Guansheng’s (2006) Prophet o f the native soil. It is a biography 
introducing the entire life of Fei Xiaotong.
 ^Hundred flowers here refers to the Hundred Followers Campaign. In 1956, Chinese citizens were 
encouraged to freely and openly express their critiques by the communist party. The term hundred 
flowers came from Mao Zedong, he stated that ‘the policy of letting a hundred flowers bloom and a 
hundred schools of thought contend is designed to promote the flourishing of the arts and the progress 
of science’ in his report On the Correct Handling of Conti'adictions Among the People. In this period, 
some sociologists such as Fei Xiaotong proposed the restoration of sociology. However, this campaign 
stopped abruptly in 1957. Fei Hisaotung and his colleagues were censured for reviving a bourgeois 
reactionary discipline.
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8.5 Conclusion
Through unpacking the relation between sociology and Marxism, this chapter 
delineated the trajectory of Chinese sociology in different periods. From the early 
denial in the Republican period to the self-adaptation in the People’s Republic period, 
namely a new China, the disciplinary identity of sociology was heavily influenced by 
the external political climate.
However, adapting Marxist theories at the beginning of a new China did not secure 
the position of sociology as a discipline in China. The early indifference towards the 
Chinese revolution became a ‘blemish’ of this discipline. Since the 1950s, there has 
been a political interpretation of sociology by its class nature. Chinese sociology was 
censured for its bourgeois nature while historical materialism was chosen to be the 
only correct knowledge in handling social problems. After the reorganisation of 
Chinese higher education, the Chinese sociology department was abolished eventually.
In addition, it can be found that sociologists held different interpretive strategies in 
dealing with the relation between sociology and Marxism. Before the 1950s, 
Marxism or Marxist sociology rarely appeared in disciplinary history. In the 1950s, 
Chinese sociologists attempted to narrow down the distance between sociology and 
socialism, and thus in building the genealogy of this discipline, utopian socialism in 
France was regarded as an important origin of sociology. In this story of disciplinary 
history, the class nature of sociology as bourgeois was diluted; the relation between 
socialism and sociology was strengthened. Moreover, in the 1980s, in the early years 
when sociology was restored, disciplinary history was rewritten; Marxist scholars 
were regarded as sociologists, even though originally they did not have a sociologist 
title. The Marxist controversy of the 1930s, in which sociologists were collectively 
invisible, was treated as further growth of Chinese sociology. Hence, the field of 
disciplinary history is not a stable area. The changing contours of disciplinary history 
indicate changes in the political climate and in Chinese society.
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Chapter 9 Conclusion
This study has revisited the historical trajectory of Chinese sociology from its birth to 
its demise. Even though it is an historical account, it distinguishes itself from the other 
historical studies which aim to build a classified system of social theories or canonical 
theorists in the name of disciplinary history. It also separates itself from the studies 
which have the intention to remedy the ‘fallacies’ of classical sociology or to re­
evaluate and re-interpret the potency of Chinese cultures by endowing them with the 
capacity to generate modernity. This project directly focuses on the performance of 
sociology in history from 1903 to 1952. Within the duration of forty-nine years 
sociology, from an exogenous discipline originating on the European continent, has 
been imported and transplanted to the exotic soil of China. Chinese society has been 
sociologically interpreted and diversified outcomes made as consequences of these 
practices. This study traced these practices.
Moreover, the title of this research is ‘back to the soil’. I gain my inspiration from Fei 
Xiaotonog’s work From the Soil: The Foundations o f Chinese Society. Fei’s work 
argues that Chinese society is fundamentally rural and the characteristics of a rural 
society in terms of being backward and stagnant can be epitomised by the Chinese 
word ‘soil’. The Chinese are inseparable from the soil, given their history as an 
agricultural civilisation. In another work, Fei applied ‘earthbound China’ as a title for 
his study of economy in a province of South China. Soil becomes a limitation which 
holds China back and will prevent the nation from moving forward. Fei endorsed the 
dualistic depiction of society in classical sociology, which set Chinese society as a 
rural, irrational and stagnant one. Nonetheless, this research has not followed Fei’s 
discussion, but conceptually reconsidered the nature of Chinese society. Back to the 
soil on the one hand denotes a re-evaluation of ‘soil’ by looking at its historical origin 
which has a sacred significance (Chapter 4); on the other hand, as the literal meaning 
indicates, this research considered the practice of sociology in the Chinese soil.
However, the possibility of this research, which revisits the historical practice of 
Chinese sociology, has benefited from the restoration of sociology in China. I realise 
that there is a need to say something about the restoration of Chinese sociology. I 
consider the restoration in this chapter for two reasons: firstly, the story of Chinese
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sociology in history will be more complete if the phase of restoration is included. 
More importantly, the restoration is also an indicator of the social and political change 
of China after the 1970s. Secondly, the restoration constitutes an indispensable 
context for this study. After thirty years of absence, the new development of sociology 
re-secured the position of this discipline in Chinese universities. I was therefore able 
to take this opportunity to choose sociology as my major. Therefore, I introduce the 
re-establishment of Chinese sociology since the late 1970s and treat it as the 
beginning of this chapter, in which I assess the significance of what has been found in 
this study.
9.1. Re-establishment: removing the bourgeois hat
In the late of 1970s, the political climate of China changed substantially after Mao 
Zedong’s death. With the loosening of political control over academies and in other 
areas, the re-establishment of Chinese sociology and other social sciences which were 
previously labelled with a bourgeoisie tag therefore became possible. However, in 
order to regain the legitimacy of sociology in a post-Mao China, the most urgent and 
necessary task that awaited the native scholars and ‘former’ sociologists to complete 
was to dilute the tension between historical materialism as the only scientific social 
science, and sociology as a politically labelled bourgeoisie discipline. In this sense, 
the political tag given to sociology in the 1950s had to be removed if sociology was to 
regain the legitimacy.
The contradictory relation between historical materialism and sociology implies the 
first obstacle which should be swept out. The Chinese Journal o f Philosophy 
Research, in 1979 contained an article titled Historical materialism and sociology. It 
was an attempt to resolve this contradiction. There were no specific sociological 
journals for Chinese scholars to make a voice; other relevant academic journals such 
as philosophy therefore became the frontline for publishing sociological articles. 
Another notable fact is that the authorship of this article is listed as ‘commentators of 
this journal’ rather than using a real name. This article firstly attacked the idea which 
regards historical materialism as the exclusive ideology to replace all the subjects. 
Then it questioned the availability of Marxism in some specific areas. ‘It can be said 
that Marxism has provided us with fundamental methods to address some
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fundamental questions. But it should be dependent on some more detailed method 
when confronting the detailed phenomenons in specific areas’ (1979, p.5). The article 
also admitted that even in a socialistic society, social problems are inevitable. Besides 
economic, political and legal problems, there were problems in labour, population, 
morality, folk custom, marriage, family, women, youth, children, the aged, urban and 
rural issues. Solutions to such specific problems could not be provided solely by 
Marxism. Marxism could not replace the exhaustive and intensive studies.
Here we could have an understanding of how the contradiction between historical 
materialism and sociology was addressed. However, it is notable that the contradiction 
was re-formulated rather than being completely addressed. The contradiction in the 
1950s refers to the tension between two contradictory classes, and between the 
proletariat and the bourgeoisie; but the contradiction in 1979 refers to the 
contradiction between the abstract and the detailed, and between the general and the 
specific. In this sense, the de-politicalisation of sociology was achieved through 
reformulating the tension with a practical orientation rather than re-discussing the 
former one laden with political contradictions.
During the restoration, the constructive role of sociology was established again. This 
reminds us of the historical moment nearly fifty years ago, in the 1920s, when 
conducting social surveys in China was assigned the constructive role by native 
scholars to distinguish sociology from the other ideologies. However, the constructive 
role in 1979 did not any longer have the task of competing with the diversified 
ideologies which were in the name of saving China and transforming China to a 
modem society. Socialistic constmction and national modemisation became the 
dominant ideologies. Sociology should play a part in the constmction and 
modemisation rather than challenging and competing with it.
The most authoritive and official account conceming the restoration comes from 
Deng Xiaopeng, the leader of China in the late 1970s.
Studies such as politics, law, sociology and world politics, we have neglected them in
the past for a long time. Now there is a necessity for us to make up the missed lessons.
Most of our theoretical researchers should learn foreign languages and should be able
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to read important foreign books of social sciences without any difficulties. We have 
admitted that our natural sciences have lagged behind foreign countries. And now it is 
the time to admit the lag in social sciences.
(Source: Deng Xiaoping, 1979 [1994], Adhere to the four cardinal principles in Deng 
Xiaoping Anthology, Vol.2, p. 180-181)
The lag exemplified by Deng Xiaoping includes a low research level and no annual 
statistics for many years. In order to bridge the gap, ‘making up for the missed lessons’ 
became the most imperative reason for Chinese scholars to re-establish sociology. 
Nonetheless, it is noteworthy that Deng’s speech is not exclusive to Chinese soeiology. 
Returning to the original context, his call for restoring social sciences is embedded in 
the background of Chinese modemisation which requires new knowledge and theories 
to understand the newly-emerged situations and questions. Sociology and other social 
sciences, thus, are within the political agenda of Chinese modemisation. Such an 
account from the leader definitely would secure the position of Chinese sociology.
With the permission fi-om the top government, sociology then could officially regain 
its legitimacy. Many new educational institutions were established in the 1980s. In 
January 1980, the China Academy of Soeial Sciences (CASS) established the Institute 
of Sociological Research (ISR) and Fei Xiaotong became the first director of this 
institute. The research orientation and tasks are listed as: (1) Training researchers and 
sociology teachers, to help some universities build sociology departments; (2) 
Establishing some bases for social research, eventually undertaking some social 
problems studies; (3) Establishing a centre of demography, undertaking demographic 
studies.
In March 1980, the first sociology department after the 1950s abolition was 
established in Fudan University, Shanghai. Twenty-eight students were enrolled in 
this revived department. There is a coincidence that this number also refers to the 
duration in years of the invisibility of sociology students. Comparing with the last 
seven sociology students in 1952, which implied the gloomy fate of sociology in 
China, even though twenty-eight is a relatively small number, growing out of nothing, 
it still implies the revival of sociology in China. From May to July, the CSRA and ISR
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jointly offered sociology workshops for training sociology teachers and researchers. 
There were about forty students from twelve provinces, including teachers in higher 
education, researchers of social sciences, etc, participating in this workshop. Basic 
theories and methods of contemporary Western sociology were introduced. It was said 
that this workshop had ‘stimulated the resolution of the students for studying 
soeiology, and sowed seeds for the restoration and development of Chinese sociology’ 
(Wang, 1989, p. 125).
In 1981, the first academic journal for sociology after the abolition was published. 
The debut refers to a historical moment that after a long period of disappearance, 
native scholars again could make their voices heard in exclusive sociological journals. 
The first volume contains articles from some renowned sociologists who were 
working before the 1950s. For instance, Wu Wenzao, Li Jinghan, Chen Hansheng, Fei 
Xiaotong and others, who had played a significant role in undertaking sociological 
research since the 1920s, wrote short articles in this journal. It is worth noting that the 
foreword of this debut issue was made by Yu Guangyuan (1981), who was the vice 
president of CASS and counsellor of CSRA of that time. The foreword has a 
passionate title Adhere to the Marxist Tradition o f Sociology. The title and content 
strongly indicates the historical context in which sociology could regain its position. 
The Marxist tradition mentioned by Yu Guanyuan is historical materialism which 
should be set as the fundamental foundation. It was not the same Marxist tradition as 
proposed by Collins (1985). For Collins, Marxist tradition refers to confict theory in 
sociology. However, this does not mean that historical materialism should replace 
sociology or take up the capacity of sociology. Yu Guanyuan made an endorsement of 
the dualistic contradiction between general and specific to describe the relationship 
between historical materialism and sociology. He then argued that the task of studying 
social life and social relationship could not be completely replaced by economics, 
politics, historiography, etc. The abolition of sociology, thus, was believed to be an 
historical mistake. Moreover, there are some social problems in our socialistic society 
that require sociological studies. The re-establishment of sociology could remedy the 
historical mistake and study social problems practically. Yu Guanyuan also believed 
that sociology provides a path for learning of social problems in foreign countries and 
that it could absorb new achievements of sociological study by foreign Marxist 
scholars.
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Owing to the capacity created by the re-establishment and the controversy regarding 
the nature of sociology as an historical legacy since the 1950s, there were some 
debates in the initial years when sociology was restored. The core of the debate refers 
to the relationship between historical materialism and sociology. It is significant that 
such debates reflect the ambiguity of disciplinary identity during initial years. 
However, one thing that is certain is that the relationship between the two is no longer 
hostile, compared with that of the 1950s. Historical materialism for Chinese 
sociologists definitely should not be treated as an object for refutation. The legitimacy 
of sociology still relies on a foundation held by historical materialism. Interpretations 
of this discipline for formulating new disciplinary identity are within this warm house. 
As mentioned above, the tension between historical materialism and sociology has 
been transferred from political conflict, in terms of class nature, to practical 
considerations in terms of addressing specific and detailed problems. Thus, it is 
problematic to conclude that the tension between historical materialism and sociology 
has been resolved definitively.
However, the debate conceming the relationship between historical materialism and 
soeiology has gradually weakened since the 1990s. The growth of sociology is salient 
in its institutional aspect. The number of Sociology departments in 1994 increased to 
sixteen in Chinese higher educations. Since 1992, 2307 sociology students have 
graduated including undergraduate, postgraduate and PhD students'. It is a substantial 
increase in comparison with the number in 1980 when sociology departments were 
revived.
To sum up, the restoration of Chinese soeiology is associated with the de­
politicalisation of this discipline. In comparison with the political interpretation of this 
discipline in the 1950s, the revival of sociology has set aside the previous political 
interpretation by assigning sociology a pragmatist role in addressing new emerging 
problems in socialistic China. However, this does not mean that the restoration has 
guaranteed sociology in China a purified autonomous position. It can be found that 
the process of restoration is still closely embedded in the national grand project of 
modemisation. Just as its demise was due to the radical political change in the 1950s,
' Data source: Survey of the development of sociology in higher education in China, conducted in 1992.
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so its revival in the late 1970s could be seen as a reflection of political change in 
China.
In this section I discussed the important premise of sociological studies in China 
which was guaranteed by the restoration of this discipline in the 1970s. In the next 
section, I look at the historical practice of sociology by concluding the findings of this 
study.
9.2. Society as an object of Chinese sociology
This study traced the conceptual formation and transition of the English term ‘society’ 
in the Chinese context. The importation of this term is associated with the translation 
of Spencer’s work in China. Both the society as an object and the technique or 
analytic device for studying, measuring, and interpreting the object, were imported 
from foreign countries rather than generated indigenously from the Chinese context.
The translation of society signifies an opened Pandora’s Box. After the activation of 
this trigger to open the box, the term in Chinese has been understood and interpreted 
differently by native scholars. The varying understandings and interpretations reflect 
the dynamics of social change and even the alternation of political regimes.
This study has looked at the historical practice of sociology in the Chinese soil; 
‘Chinese society’ became the object of study of Chinese sociology. In history, diverse 
theories and methods were applied to generate interpretations of this object. However, 
this study mainly focused on three kinds of interpretations (Chapter 2). Each of them 
represents a particular practice of Chinese sociology.
Firstly, Chinese society was interpreted using traditional intellectual resources 
(Chapter 4). A moralistic interpretation of society was offered by Yan Fu as he chose 
the Chinese word ‘Qun’ (collectivity) to be the equivalence of the English word 
‘society’. The morality of collectivity becomes the unique nature of human beings to 
distinguish them from wild animals. Yan Fu’s conceptual interpretation of society was 
based on the Chinese resources and this approach denotes the initial encounter when 
sociology was introduced by native scholars. Nonetheless, this moralistic
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interpretation did not last long. ‘Qun’ was replaced by a secularised word ‘She Hui’. 
However, one particularity of the Chinese language is the history crystallised in the 
composition of Chinese characters. By analysing the Chinese characters and their 
usage in different periods, I demonstrate that even the secularised ‘She Hui’ has a 
sacred past.
Secondly, Chinese society refers to an object which was observed by modem 
sociological techniques: social surveys and community studies (Chapter 6 and 7). In 
comparison with the first, it signifies a fundamentally new stage of Chinese sociology 
in terms of the interpretation of Chinese society which is based on the application of 
sociological techniques rather than on Chinese traditional intellectual resources. 
Social surveys and community studies are two methods selected by native scholars to 
generate scientific understanding of Chinese society. As a consequence, stmctured, 
rational and systematic accounts of Chinese society were made. These accounts are 
different from the traditional way of describing the local society in terms of county 
annuals, which only record some places of interest, biographies of local celebrities, 
and poems and literatures.
And lastly, Chinese society was interpreted with Marxist theories in terms of social 
formation (Chapter 8). In this section, I mainly focused on the practice of Chinese 
sociology within the social setting of the rise of a communist China. The relationship 
between Marxism and sociology in China has a long and complex history. Initially, 
Marxism was not recognised by mainstream sociology. Sociologists in history wanted 
to distinguish themselves from Marxism. However, when the Marxist interpretation 
was eventually established as the national ideology by the new regime, the space left 
for Chinese sociologists was compressed and they then had to re-interpret the role and 
nature of sociology to coincide with the new regime. The relationship between 
sociology and Marxism was redefined too for securing the legitimacy of this 
discipline in the 1950s.
9.3. The changing profile of disciplinary identity
The disciplinary identity of Chinese sociology is never static, but it is changeable over 
time. In chapter 5 I traced the shift of disciplinary identity by relating sociology to the
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historical moment in which it is embedded.
One salient feature of Chinese sociology is that it did not comply with the classical 
dichotomy of sociology which separates a traditional or pre-modem and a modem 
epoch. The dichotomy is a major legacy of classical sociology. In the European 
context, in an eventful interpretation of modemity, the ‘dual revolution’ altered 
Europe considerably, and also generated the dichotomy. Even though the same 
dichotomy can be found in the Chinese context, separating a traditional and a modem 
China has been a consequence and a fashion since the May Fourth Movement in 1919. 
The attitude towards this movement implies an indicator to reflect the modem identity 
of this discipline. However, as an ‘old’ discipline emerged in 1903, Chinese sociology 
did not forge its disciplinary identity by drawing revolutionary symbolic resources 
from this movement. Conversely, a mild and constmctive role of sociology has been 
proposed to distinguish itself from the chaotic and revolutionary ideologies that 
emerged from this movement.
The acknowledgement of this movement altered when the political climate changed. 
This movement has been increasingly recognised by sociologists with the rise of a 
communist China, as it was regarded, by the Chinese communists, as a great moment 
when Communism began to spread. The changing attitude of sociologists reflects 
their responses toward the political change. And thus, in the account of disciplinary 
history or development, this movement has been described as a momentous event for 
promoting sociology in China and, particularly in the narrative of the 1980s 
disciplinary history, as a movement symbolised by the official ideology which in 
history fostered the diffusion of Marxism in China; the growth of sociology then 
relied on this movement as a breeding ground.
This shift of disciplinary identity reflects the interaction between Chinese sociology 
and the external political climate and the social change of China. The shift also 
implies the historical trajectory of the self-understanding of Chinese sociology as it 
generated its own stories of disciplinary history.
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9.4. Sociology as exogenous knowledge and China as indigenous context
As mentioned in chapter one, Chinese sociologists in the 1980s indicated an 
ambivalent attitude towards the dominant role of Western sociology, particularly in 
comparison with sociologies in non-European societies which have colonial histories. 
Sociologies in these regions made strong political claim to de-colonise the sociology 
dominated by Eurocentric and parochial biases. Even though Chinese sociologists did 
propose some alternative discourses, they recognised the innate presence of Western 
sociology which provided theories, methods and even imagination for Chinese 
sociologists. And therefore, turning to Western sociology is even regarded as a 
possible route to realise the indigenisation or sinicisation.
More importantly, these alternative discourses proposed by Chinese sociologists 
represent a collective political agenda for guiding the future practice of Chinese 
sociology. They followed the fashion of revising the Eurocentric character of 
sociology. Nevertheless, they either did not pay much attention to the historical 
performance of sociology or simply regarded the previous sociology in China as a 
naive discipline without critical and reflexive characteristics, and then diverse 
proposals were made to establish an autonomous discipline based on the indigenous 
context.
Conversely, this study has focused on the historical practice of sociology in the 
Chinese soil. In the introduction, it distinguished two kinds of practice in history. The 
first practice refers to the translation and introduction of sociology to Chinese readers, 
which informs them of what foreign sociologists have done and written. The 
relevance of this knowledge to the Chinese soil is problematic and merely existed as a 
relatively isolated body of knowledge. There are, however, other practices which have 
a closer relevance to the Chinese soil and have been applied to studying Chinese 
society. The translation and interpretation of the English term ‘society’ (Chapter 4), 
the self-study of Chinese society by social surveys (Chapter 6) and community studies 
(Chapter 7) are the major practices that have been examined in this research.
The historical trajectory of Chinese sociology indicates that sociological theories and 
methods could not be simply duplicated or imitated on Chinese soil, once the
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exogenous sociological knowledge or techniques were practised in the Chinese soil; 
there was entanglement and hybridisation. Sociology is more than an imported device 
which was applied to observe and examine the exotic soil of Chinese society: before 
native scholars could hold and operate this device, it had to be translated from 
exogenous to indigenous. And subsequently the device has been modified consciously 
or unconsciously in the indigenous context.
Chapter 5 evaluated the rise of the social survey in China by taking into account the 
historical moment in which sociology was embedded. In Britain and America, the 
social survey has a close relation with the emergence of ‘modem problems’ as 
consequences of industrialisation and urbanisation; but the particularity of applying 
the social survey to China is quite different in that it pertains primarily to a political 
claim to study Chinese society scientifically. Chapters 6 and 7 examined the 
application of empirical methods to the Chinese field. It demonstrated that native 
scholars never completely imitated the methods they absorbed from their foreign 
teachers. In the case of the social survey, a series of approaches such as providing 
educational or medical service to the locality or organising informal parties, were 
developed to ensure the completion of surveying the Chinese respondents. More 
importantly, the social survey on the one hand produced stmctured and rational 
accounts of Chinese society in systematic forms; on the other hand it produced an 
image of a Chinese society that contained elements of irrationality and stagnation. In 
addition, the qualifications and requirements of Chinese social surveyors were 
redefined to adapt to the local context, and come to represent the imagination of a 
perfect Chinese citizen with the moral, physical and intellectual advantages.
As for another empirical method, community studies, this emerged from translating 
the English term ‘community’ by adding substantial geographical significance to the 
practice of this approach. However, the approach of community studies in the Chinese 
context was understood and practised differently by native observers. Moreover, the 
tension in the field which would be generated from the encounter between the 
observer and the ordinary Chinese was hidden in the published works. The tension is 
obvious when an observer was in an unfamiliar local society. However, some studies 
even lack actual fieldwork. Therefore, one of the most salient features of community 
studies is that native scholars chose their hometowns with which they were very
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familiar, as their object of study. Studies then were sometimes completed by a 
researcher’s recollection in an office in an American university rather than in the field.
The cases of social surveys and community studies in this study indicate that rather 
than advocating a new project to pursue an indigenous sociology, we should recognise 
that the practice of sociology in the Chinese soil has already been indigenised since 
the initial stage of applying sociological knowledge to interpreting Chinese society. 
And thus, the encounter between sociology as exotic knowledge and China as an 
indigenous context demonstrates an inevitable entanglement and hybridisation.
9.5 The significance of the Chinese soil and Chinese sociology
In the English-speaking world, the study of China has a long tradition. Weber’s (1951) 
influential work offered comparative studies of Chinese and Western religions. Marx 
coined the term Asiatic Mode of Production (AMP) to describe the agricultural 
civilisation of Asiatic societies such as China. The AMP refers to the highly 
centralised state in agricultural production in which the state monopolises the land 
ownership. Later, the AMP has been developed by Wittfogel (1957) to describe the 
politics in oriental societies. According to Wittfogel, in ‘hydraulic’ societies such as 
China, the state control of the irrigation system and labour inevitably will lead to 
despotism. However, these studies are liable to criticism for their Eurocentric views of 
non-Western societies. As discussed in Chapter 1, scholars drew attention to the need 
to overcome Eurocentrism, seen as a hydra-headed monster which should be 
slaughtered by social scientists (Wallerstein, 1996). More importantly, the 
significance of China in these studies is that China as an object of study has become a 
mirror to reflect the advantage of European societies. For Weber, Confucianism was 
an obstacle for the Chinese to develop capitalism. For Marx, the AMP implied a 
counter image of European capitalism, which has private ownership of land. For 
Wittfogel, a counter image of Oriental Despotism is Western democracy.
As suggested by Stockman (2000), China still retains a marginal position in social 
sciences. It is a subject for specialists rather than for the mainstream of the social 
sciences. Stockman proposed four reasons to study Chinese society: firstly, a fifth of
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the world’s population cannot be ignored; secondly, China refers to the rise of Pacific 
Asia which reshapes the world’s economic and political patterns; thirdly, China is the 
only major communist society left; lastly, the rise of Western sociology is concerned 
with radical social change, and therefore the social stability and revolution of China 
must have a special place in sociology. Nevertheless, Stockman noted that the number 
of Western scholars making use of Chinese sociology is limited. There is a language 
barrier for Western scholars to overcome. The writings of Chinese sociologists are in 
Chinese, only a few of them are translated into English. And therefore, this thesis has 
aimed to bridge that language gap.
More importantly, Chinese society should not be treated exclusively as an object for 
the privileged Western researchers to obtain data and employ their new theories. The 
ways in which native scholars generate self-understandings of Chinese society should 
be taken into consideration. And thus, the Chinese story in this thesis is not merely 
about Chinese society. It is a demonstration of how Chinese sociologists have 
conducted their own research into Chinese society in history. Chinese society is not 
observed directly in this study, but an image of Chinese society appears in the process 
of unpacking the historical practice of sociological knowledge and techniques in the 
Chinese soil. For Western readers, an understanding of Chinese society will be 
achieved though following the footsteps of sociological practice.
Furthermore, this study does not follow the trend to politically debunk Eurocentric 
sociology based on colonised experiences. Chinese sociology has its specific 
historical context. Chinese society has been understood as a semi-colonial and semi- 
feudalistic society in history (chapter 8); and it has been interpreted as an independent 
‘new society’ following establishment of the communist regime in 1949. And thus, I 
argue, Chinese sociology did not indicate a strong response to de-colonise sociology 
as a political agenda. As noted in Chapter 1, native sociologists held an ambivalent 
attitude towards the existence of sociology as an exogenous form of scholarship in 
their own discipline. However, it does not mean that the autonomy of Chinese 
sociology was lost. The autonomy in this study can be understood from two aspects. 
On the one hand, the adaptation of sociological methods in the Chinese field 
transformed the exogenous sociology to be compatible with the indigenous context. 
On the other hand, the shift of disciplinary identity defined and re-defined the nature
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and role of Chinese sociology. By examining the practice of sociology in the Chinese 
soil, this study concludes that native researchers had the autonomy to make 
adaptations which transformed sociology from exogenous to indigenous knowledge.
Chinese sociology and its practice in this study should not be treated simply as an 
isolated disciplinary history of a national sociology in a marginal society. The 
diffusion of sociology and social sciences over the world took many forms and had 
many consequences, political and epistemological; Chinese sociology therefore 
represents one particular case that has the capacity to enrich current debates by adding 
to our knowledge of this plurality of forms. However, it is also important to note what 
is distinctive about the Chinese case.
In some societies with a colonial history, the practice of sociology or research 
methods can be unambiguously associated with colonialism. In the case of India, caste 
is a key word to understand Indian society. However, Dirks (1992) reminds us that 
caste is not a residual survival of ancient Indian tradition but a new colonial form of 
civil society. In this sense, colonialism has created what is now accepted as Indian 
'tradition'. British social science played an important role in this colonial process of 
shaping caste institutionally in India by implementing research methods such as 
ethnographic surveys and census. These studies provided Indian people with ‘facts’ to 
consolidate their social and cultural identities. In particular, the institutional role 
played by the decennial census set caste as the fundamental unit of India's social 
structure. In another case, in Egypt, Mitchell (2002) demonstrates that the practice of 
collecting statistics by surveying and mapping of Egypt had institutional 
consequences. The great land map of Egypt produced by British colonists and 
surveyors besides making national calculability available, provided knowledge for 
administrative control based on population and territory, and even defined Egyptian 
space to be organised later as a national economy. Research methods, to some extent, 
changed colonial societies substantially.
In the aforementioned cases, the practice of social sciences or research methods 
therefore can be seen to be clearly associated with colonial history and fundamentally 
involved in the colonial socio-political process. In historical dynamics, it played
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important roles in ‘administering’ or ‘shaping’ colonial societies. However, by 
comparison, the particularity of the Chinese case is that the link between the practice 
and techniques of sociological knowledge and the formation of social institutions is 
not as significant as the case of India or Egypt. In contrast to a process in which an 
indigenous population became the passive objects of representations constructed by 
colonial researchers or surveyors, Chinese social science, as noted above, was 
characterised by a process of self-study in which foreign methods were absorbed and 
modified to comply with the local context; and the distance between sociology as 
exogenous knowledge and Chinese soil as indigenous context was highlighted by the 
problems and difficulties that emerged from fieldwork. Moreover, the rise of the 
Marxist understanding of society which ultimately triumphed further differentiates the 
Chinese case from those examples in which social science can be understood as 
thoroughly implicated in and central to the success of a colonial project.
The interaction between sociology and the Chinese soil was entangled. The 
transplantation and practice of this discipline to the Chinese soil imply that Chinese 
sociology in history was never a passive endorsement of foreign sociology.
The significance of the Chinese soil and sociology could be regarded as a different 
kind of mirror. It was not designed to reflect the advantage of Western societies; but it 
tells English readers how their sociological knowledge and methods were practised in 
a different context - Chinese soil.
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